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Rushing rivers in the Appalachian Forest 
invite swimmers. 

(next right above) 
Halliehurst mansion, on the Davis and 
Elkins College Campus, was the home of 
industrialist Sen. Stephen B. Elkins. It is 
designated as a National Historic 
Landmark.    

(center)  
Steam train of Cass Scenic Railroad State 
Park pulls visitors, instead of logs, 
through scenic forest. (Credit: Durbin & 
Greenbrier Valley Railroad, Walter 
Scriptunas II) 

(upper right): 
Hiker enjoys the Allegheny Trail, near 
Gaudineer Scenic Area. 

(middle right)  
Vernon Burkey is a master fiddler from 
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(lower left) 
AmeriCorps members learn to handle an 
eastern milk snake to share in 
interpretive program. (Credit: USDA 
Forest Service, Kelly Bridges) 

(next below left)   
Contestant competes in Spring Board 
event at Mountain State Forest Festival 
Lumberjack Contest. (Credit: USDA 
Forest Service, Kelly Bridges) 

(lower right) 
Interpretive program for visitors 
overlooking Green Ridge State Forest 

(background at bottom)   
Loggers on Cheat Mountain cut down 
large spruce tree with cross cut saw and 
ax. (Historic photo courtesy Robert C. 
Whetsell) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan  
 

The Planning Process 
Enabling legislation mandated the development of a plan that outlines the purpose, goals, and actions 
of the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area. This plan is the result of a three-year, highly 
collaborative process. Planning efforts were led by the coordinating entity, Appalachian Forest Heritage 
Area Inc., and included three task groups, stakeholder interviews, surveys, a leadership roundtable 
discussion, and virtual and in-person public meetings. Through this process, the partnership network for 
the National Heritage Area was strengthened and expanded, and a shared vision for the region 
emerged. Moreover, the planning process resulted in a concise articulation of the region’s story, the 
creation of an inventory of forest heritage assets that underpin that story, and the development of a 
mission, core values, and goals that will guide the National Heritage Area toward making the regional 
vision a reality.  

The Planning Document 
All of these elements are set forth in the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan, a 
living document intended to guide leadership, staff, and partners in shaping the region’s future. The 
management plan outlines strategies for the conservation and enhancement of the region’s natural, 
scenic, recreational, historic, and cultural assets, interpretation of the region’s nationally and regionally 
significant stories, and development of heritage tourism and other economic opportunities related to 
forest heritage. The plan includes partnership opportunities, describes the role of the coordinating 
entity, and sets forth a business plan and an implementation strategy. This management plan is 
organized around the National Heritage Area’s five primary goals and the actions that will lead to their 
achievement:  

Dramatic view of the Blackwater Valley showcases the abundant forests and scenic beauty found in AFNHA. 
(Credit: USDA Forest Service).  
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Conserve and Enhance Forest Heritage Assets  
The plentiful forests and public lands, anchored by the Monongahela National Forest, feature a variety of 
ecosystems, habitats and special places that support bio-diverse trees, plants, and wildlife, and provide 
opportunities for trails, scenic drives, and recreational and scenic opportunities. Historic buildings and 
battlefields, archaeological sites, community festivals, and museums and institutions share the region’s 
history and perpetuate its culture. The Asset Inventory lists over 700 forest heritage sites and events, 
including many noted with national designations. AFNHA partners will work together on multiple 
strategies to conserve and enhance these assets. 

Share the Stories  
Stories connect communities over time and across the landscape in National Heritage Areas. The 
significant stories of the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area arise from the biodiverse forested 
mountains where ecosystems intersect, microclimates abound, and rivers are born. Lessons learned from 
the logging boom of the early 20th century have shaped the way the forest is used and managed. The 
legacies of geographic isolation and forested mountain terrain have shaped the traditions and 
livelihoods of the region’s resilient residents, past and present. Interpreting these stories in authentic 
and compelling ways is a shared priority, and will be implemented in multiple ways, such as through 
guided tours, interpretive signs and exhibits, and educational experiences for youth, local residents, and 
visitors.  

Support Heritage Tourism and Community Development 
The mountains, forests, and waterways of West Virginia and Maryland support a wide array of 
opportunities, and have long been a destination for outdoor recreation. AFNHA will build on the 
region’s success as an outdoor destination by developing forest heritage experiences and products and 
boosting messaging. Caring for the region, enhancing its assets, and sharing its stories serve as 
important tools to welcome visitors, keep communities vibrant, and grow a healthy economy. 

 

Casselman Bridge, a National Historic Landmark along the National Road, symbolizes            
the transportation challenges that shape the history of the region.    
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Connect and Support Partners  
AFNHA is home to a strong and expanding network of partners in natural resource conservation, historic 
preservation, cultural conservation, interpretation, education, tourism, and the forest products industry. 
The public-private coalition includes individuals, nonprofit organizations, businesses, and governmental 
entities connected by the region’s heritage and the vision built upon it. For partners who choose to 
participate, AFNHA will facilitate network-wide collaboration – convening, sharing information, offering 
technical assistance and training, and celebrating success. AFNHA will provide direct support to build 
capacity and accomplish projects and programs through cooperative agreements, grants, marketing, 
and the AFNHA AmeriCorps program. 

Sustain and Grow the NHA Coordinating Entity 
Appalachian Forest Heritage Area Inc., the NHA coordinating entity, sits at the hub of the AFNHA 
partnership network and serves as the keeper of the shared regional vision set forth in this plan. The 
organization is structured to support the implementation of the management plan, and its operations 
exhibit best practices in heritage development. Strategies that will lead to both organizational 
sustainability and growth will enable the coordinating entity to fulfill its critical role. 

Looking to the Future  
The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan will guide ongoing coordination and 
collaboration among communities, partners, and residents at a landscape level. With implementation of 
this management plan, AFNHA envisions becoming a region where: 

The stories and traditions of the mountain people are alive in the dynamic communities, 
preserved historic places, sustainable forests, and outstanding experiences of the AFNHA. 
Communities are flourishing with bustling downtowns, creative artisans, and welcoming places 
to visit, live and work. The resilient forest is conserved with shared stewardship for sustainable 
production of forest products, biodiverse ecosystems alive with native plants and wildlife, and 
abundant recreational opportunities. 

 

Bicycle riders on the Greenbrier River Trail highlight the abundant outdoor recreation opportunities.   

 





CHAPTER 1 
Introduction to Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Chapter 1                                                    AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022                  1  





Chapter 1                                                    AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022    2 

CHAPTER 1 
Introduction to Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area 
 
The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area encompasses the mixed hardwood and red spruce 
forests of the central Appalachian highlands and the communities whose history is tied to them. Past and 
present, the forests have defined the region’s ecology and economy, and have shaped and been shaped 
by the lifeways and livelihoods of the people who settled here. 

Designation and Legislative Requirements 
The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area (AFNHA) includes sixteen counties in West Virginia 
(Barbour, Braxton, Grant, Greenbrier, Hampshire, Hardy, Mineral, Morgan, Nicholas, Pendleton, Preston, 
Pocahontas, Randolph, Tucker, Upshur, Webster) and two counties in western Maryland (Garrett, 
Allegany). In March 2019, the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area was signed into law in the John 
D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act (Public Law 116-9).1 The bill was led by 
West Virginia’s Senator Joe Manchin and Congressman David McKinley and co-sponsored by all West 
Virginia and Maryland senators and the West Virginia and Maryland representatives whose districts 
included AFNHA counties (see Appendix A: Designating Legislation). The legislation designating 
AFNHA also included five other NHAs, bringing the nation’s total to 55 NHAs.  

 
 
 

                                                        
1 Title VI—National Heritage Areas, Section 6001, John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation 
Act, Public Law 116-9, https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ9/PLAW-116publ9.pdf accessed April 21, 2022. 

        Map of AFNHA counties 
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AFNHA supporters gather at Appalachian Forest Discovery Center to celebrate National Heritage Area designation. 

The initial purpose of AFNHA is to link existing and potential forest-based historic sites, artisans, 
manufacturers, and working forests into a network of visitor destinations and local heritage education 
opportunities that provide high-quality products, programs, experiences, events, and services.  

The nonprofit organization Appalachian Forest Heritage Area, Inc. (AFHA Inc.) is named as the 
coordinating entity for the NHA in the designating legislation. The legislation requires AFHA Inc. to 
develop a management plan that outlines the significance and purpose of the National Heritage Area 
(NHA), as well as the activities that the coordinating entity and a regional network of partners will 
undertake over the next 12 years. To meet this requirement, AFNHA collaborated with a planning team 
from Point Heritage Development Consulting, LLC (PointHDC), and coordinated with the National Park 
Service (NPS) on the development of this management plan. The planning team began work in March 
2020, following AFHA Inc.’s receipt of its first federal appropriation of funding as an NHA. This 
document is the culmination of public outreach and planning led by AFHA Inc. since designation.2  

The designating legislation sets forth an outline of the AFHA Inc.’s board structure based on its bylaws. 
The organization is intended to be representative of both the geographic extent of the region and the 
diverse interests within it. Those interests provide a broad picture of the partnership network and 
include, but are not limited to, the forest industry, environmental interests, cultural heritage interests, 
tourism interests, and regional agency partners. Legislation directs AFHA Inc. to develop and implement 
a plan to: 

• Carry out projects and programs that recognize, protect, and enhance important resource values 
in the NHA. Information on the stewardship and enhancement of the region’s special resources 

                                                        
2 Throughout this document, AFHA Inc. is used to refer to the nonprofit organization, the NHA coordinating entity, 
in contexts where the organization is the primary or sole entity referenced. AFNHA is used to refer to the physical 
region as a whole and / or the NHA partnership network, including AFHA Inc. 
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is found in Chapter 2, Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 1), and Appendix G: Implementation 
Priorities. 

• Establish and maintain interpretive exhibits and programs. The AFNHA Interpretive Plan is found 
in Chapter 3, with Appendix D: Interpretive Matrix providing the foundational structure for 
interpretation in AFNHA. Interpretive actions are found in Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 2), and 
Appendix G: Implementation Priorities. 

• Develop education and recreational opportunities. Educational opportunities are addressed in 
Chapter 3, Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 2), and Appendix G: Implementation Priorities. 
Recreational opportunities are addressed in Chapters 2 and 4, Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 1 
and 3), and Appendix G: Implementation Priorities. 

• Increase public awareness of, and appreciation for, natural, historical, scenic, and cultural 
resources of the National Heritage Area. Outreach to raise awareness is discussed in Chapter 5. 
As increasing awareness and appreciation also depends on stewardship, interpretation, and 
marketing, information is found in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, as well as in Appendix F: Action Plan 
(Goals 1, 2, 3, and 4), and Appendix G: Implementation Priorities. 

• Protect and restore historic assets. The preservation of historic properties, landscapes, artifacts, 
and documents is addressed in Chapter 2, Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 1), and Appendix G: 
Implementation Priorities. 

• Ensure clear and consistent signs to identify public access and sites of interest. Development of 
a regional wayfinding program is included in in Chapter 4, Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 3), and 
Appendix G: Implementation Priorities. 

• Promote partnerships among federal, state, tribal, and local governments, organizations, and 
individuals. The AFNHA Partnership Network is described in Chapter 5, Appendix E: Partners, 
with additional information on partners’ roles in Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 4), and Appendix 
G: Implementation Priorities. 

Legislation authorizes AFHA Inc. to be able to receive federal funding to assist in carrying out the above 
directives for 15 years from the date of designation. In addition, legislation provides guidance on public 
engagement, reporting, and evaluation over that time period.  

Legislation mandates that the management plan will incorporate an integrated and cooperative 
approach to the protection, enhancement, and interpretation of the natural, cultural, historic, scenic, and 
recreational resources of the NHA, and that it will take into consideration governmental plans and treaty 
rights in the region. The management plan must include: 

• A resource inventory. The AFNHA plan uses the term “assets” to talk about natural, scenic, 
recreational, historic, and cultural places and resources that can be conserved or enhanced, 
while “resources” are the sources of value that occur naturally or that support an asset. (Assets 
are discussed in Chapter 2, and listed in Appendix C: Assets Inventory) 

• An interpretive plan. Chapter 3 and Appendix D: Interpretive Matrix comprise the interpretive 
plan, with actions detailed in Appendix F: Action Plan (Goal 2), and Appendix G: Implementation 
Priorities. 

• Policies, strategies, and recommendations for conservation (Chapter 2), funding (Chapter 6 and 
7, Appendix E: Partnership Network, Appendix H: AFHA Inc. Financial Projection), management 
(Chapter 6, Appendix H: AFHA Inc. Financial Projection), and development of the NHA 
(Appendix F: Action Plan, and Appendix G: Implementation Priorities) 
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• A description of actions that the partnership network will undertake in the region (Chapter 5, 
Appendix E: Partners, Appendix F: Action Plan, Appendix G: Implementation Priorities). An 
implementation plan that includes AFHA Inc.’s role in facilitating collaboration, specific 
commitments made by AFHA Inc. and the partnership network for the first five years, 
identification of potential funding, and recommendations for the roles of governmental entities 
(Chapter 6, Appendix E: Partnership network, Appendix F: Action Plan, Appendix G: 
Implementation Priorities) 

Finally, the legislation prohibits the acquisition of real property with federal funds appropriated for the 
NHA for the above purposes and sets forth specific protections for private property rights and the 
existing jurisdiction of regulatory entities in the region.  

How National Heritage Areas Work 
National Heritage Areas are living landscapes where people and land – culture and nature – have had a 
significant impact on one another through time, resulting in a special region with a distinct identity. 
NHAs are also a strategy for protecting and managing large landscapes through partnerships that lead 
to collaborative conservation and economic development. The first NHA was established by Congress 
during the Reagan administration in 1984; President Ronald Reagan called them a marriage of heritage 
conservation, recreation, and economic development. Every administration since Reagan has 
contributed to the development of the 55 NHAs in the U.S. today. 

The management objectives of NHAs were summarized in a 2003 report by the U.S. Senate Committee 
on Energy and Natural Resources as follows: 

• Build sustainable partnerships to increase local stewardship capacity of resources 

• Conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources 

• Provide interpretive and educational programming around stories of national significance 

• Develop recreational resources and heritage-based tourism 

• Foster community and economic development 

As part of the National Park Service’s process of developing a strategy to evaluate National Heritage 
Areas, a study analyzed the way in which NHAs achieve these outcomes.3 The findings from that analysis 
are useful in understanding the elements that contribute to successful NHAs. 

NHAs are built on the premise that heritage has the potential to link people to place, serving as an 
organizing concept to engage partners across a region in landscape-scale projects and programs. The 
hallmark of NHAs is the development of a network of partners. This network includes community leaders, 
municipal officials, state and federal agencies, the business community, and tourism, environmental and 
preservation organizations. The network is woven together by the NHA’s shared heritage-based vision 
that helps to sustain the network while encouraging organizations to work across areas of interest. The 
feasibility study and management planning processes are designed to engage partners and build 
constituencies, with an important outcome being to help an NHA activate and manage a network. 

The NPS’s analysis led to the recognition of four key elements for NHA success – nationally significant 
heritage, a collaborative framework, NPS involvement, and building the network. 

 

                                                        
3 Daniel Laven, et al. Conservation Study Institute, “Evaluating U.S. National Heritage Areas: Theory, Methods, and 
Application,” Environmental Management (2010) 46:195-212. 
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National heritage provides a shared mission, a context for community engagement, and a sense of 
pride. 

A collaborative framework serves as a broad, regional umbrella through which a variety of organizations 
can find mission alignment. The NHA provides the structure for that framework, and NHA staff exhibit 
collaborative leadership in facilitating and enhancing partnership-building within the framework.  

NPS involvement brings the credibility of the national brand, both for the integrity of the resources 
involved and for the expertise the federal agency has in interpretation and resource conservation. Access 
to NPS staff, leadership, and technical assistance is another benefit an NHA brings to a region. 

An NHA must help build the network and, serving as a hub, maintain it using influence instead of 
power. This includes building capacity for smaller organizations, often through grant-making or 
connections to technical assistance. It also includes securing sustainable funding to support consistent 
staffing and long-term commitments. Finally, it requires time to accomplish capacity-building in smaller 
organizations, time for more established organizations to see value in working across areas of interest, 
and time to integrate resource conservation objectives with economic development goals. 

Through management planning, the NHA builds an effective partnership network and leads the 
development of a regional vision based on a shared, nationally significant heritage. In planning and 
beyond, the NHA coordinating entity plays a variety of roles in a complex and dynamic network, 
connecting partners in different ways. At its best, this network is far more than the sum of its parts. 

Background  
Residents and organizations in the highlands of Maryland and West Virginia have long recognized the 
central Appalachian forest’s natural and cultural significance, and have been working collaboratively for 
over 20 years to build a future on that significance. The following pages provide a description of the 
region, the collaborative efforts that eventually led to the establishment of the NHA, and the 
management planning process that led to the development of a shared regional vision and other 
foundational elements that will carry AFNHA into the future.  

NHAs are defined by the relationship between people and land. AFNHA is significant for the rare 
ecology and biodiversity of the temperate hardwood forest, its role in the late 19th and early 20th century 
industrial expansion in the northeastern United States, the increasingly sustainable practices of forestry 
harvest and management in the 20th and 21st centuries, and the evolution over millennia of Appalachian 
communities and cultural traditions in the isolated, forested, mountain terrain.  

Overview of the Central Appalachian Regions of West Virginia and Maryland  
This brief orientation to the region’s primary physical features and cultural landscapes provides a 
foundation for understanding the AFNHA. Details of the area’s physical features and major assets are 
outlined in Chapter 2, and Chapter 3 discusses the region’s varied ecosystems, history, cultures, and 
economy that inform the statement of national significance and themes.  

The 18-county region that comprises the NHA includes portions of three separate physiographic regions 
and contains large sections of three major watersheds – the Potomac, the Monongahela, and the 
Kanawha. These natural features and the timeline of European and American settlement led to a variety 
of cultural landscapes in the region. The Potomac Highlands of West Virginia are marked by the Potomac 
headwaters, which flows east to the Chesapeake. These landscapes feature distinct valleys and dramatic 
rock outcroppings, and the area retains a strong agricultural legacy. Settlers from Virginia’s farmlands 
were among the first Europeans to populate the area, cutting forests to establish small farms and 
pastures. Similarly, due to the agricultural opportunities they offered, the rolling limestone-rich hills of 
Greenbrier County to the south were among the first areas settled. 
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The middle portion of the NHA features the high escarpment of the Allegheny Front that divides the 
eastern and Mississippi watersheds, and features a series of long ridges and valleys. This spine of the 
high Alleghenies ties the NHA together north to south. The mountainous terrain was a significant barrier 
to western migration, and the area was settled sparsely until railroads opened the forests to logging. A 
large amount of this land now lies within the Monongahela National Forest.  

Allegheny Front at Dolly Sods (Credit: The Nature Conservancy) 

West of the high mountains is the start of the Appalachian Plateau, with a varied landscape of hills and 
valleys different from the regular pattern of long ridges in the higher mountains. The landscapes were 
also remote and rugged, with small populations until the timber industry arrived. Yesterday and today, 
the timber industry is a dominant economic driver, with twin legacies of forestry and small-scale 
agriculture. 

In the north of AFNHA, the region was marked by trade and agriculture that drove the country’s 
population westward in the early 19th century. With transportation tied to the National Road and the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, paralleling the North Branch of the Potomac, western Maryland provided a 
route through the high mountain barrier. Long-established access led to early logging, as well as 
development of a home base for railroad and timber magnates. From western Maryland, these 
industrialists extended railroads and industry into the mountains, launching the logging boom in the 
1890s.  

Both the high Alleghenies and the Plateau are drained to the north by the Monongahela watershed, 
which flows to Pittsburgh to create the Ohio River, and to the south by the Greenbrier River and other 
tributaries of the Kanawha, which also flow to the Ohio River and west. The center of this area is called 
“birthplace of rivers” with headwaters of the South Branch of the Potomac, the Shavers Fork of the 
Monongahela, and the Greenbrier and Elk tributaries of the Kanawha, all within a few miles of each 
other.  

The area today is predominately rural. The two Maryland counties have a population of 100,680, 
including the only city over 10,000 in the NHA – Cumberland, with 18,914 residents. The 16 West 
Virginia counties total 301,800 population, with the largest city, Elkins, having 6,928 residents. Other 
than Allegany County, Maryland, which has the largest population, 68,106, the other counties range 
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from 35,000 down to 7,100, with only four considered as “small metro” (most because they are adjacent 
to a metro area). The other 14 counties are all “non-metro rural.” Population has declined for decades, 
with loss of around 2.3% in the last decade. This is largely driven by out-migration of young people and 
workers seeking jobs elsewhere. New residents in the region tend to be retirees or people seeking 
scenic beauty, outdoor recreation, or a rural lifestyle. 

The racial composition of the region is fairly consistent, with the greatest diversity apparent in the county 
with the largest population, Allegany County. According to the 2020 Census, in Allegany, 85.7% of the 
population is white, 7.8% is African American or Black, and 4.4% identify as two or more races. The other 
15 counties are between 90% and 97% white with an African American population between .2 and 3%, 
and a multiracial population between 2.6% and 4.5%. Native American, Asian, and other races have a 
population under .5% in all counties in the NHA. 

Economic status is traditionally lower income than national average, with 2019 per capita income at 67% 
of the national average. Poverty rate average of these counties is 15.6%, more than two points higher 
than the national average, with a range of 10.9% to 26.1% poverty rate. Four of the counties are 
considered “distressed” by the Appalachian Regional Commission, three are “at risk,” and the 
remaining are “transitional.”  

Becoming a National Heritage Area – Background and Accomplishments 
AFNHA evolved from a project undertaken in 2001 by West Virginia University’s (WVU) Davis College of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Consumer Sciences Division of Forestry, and WVU Extension. These entities 
recognized the growing alignment of, and 
need for, the integration of heritage tourism 
resources in the region and secured a grant 
from the USDA Fund for Rural America to 
establish a Forestry Heritage Trail. Through 
input from an engaged group of regional 
stakeholders, the idea for a trail expanded 
into a heritage area initiative. The primary 
goal was to promote economic and 
community development through the 
integration of central Appalachian forest 
history, culture, natural history, products, 
and forestry management into a multi-state 
heritage tourism initiative.  

This initial grant-funded project led by WVU built the heritage partnership, distributed sub-grant funds 
for interpretation and tourism projects, developed initial interpretation, asset mapping, and promotion 
protocols, and established consensus to move towards NHA designation. In 2003, the nonprofit 
organization Appalachian Forest Heritage Area Inc. was established to carry out this work. 

In the years prior to NHA designation, AFHA Inc. 
worked with partner projects around the region as 
capacity allowed. Still primarily grant funded from a 
variety of sources, projects have included capacity 
building and wilderness stewardship supported by the 
National Forest Foundation; invasive species control and 
awareness STOMP program funded from the U.S.  

Department of Agriculture; and tree planting on abandoned mine land funded by Plum Creek 
Foundation. AFHA Inc. provided fiscal sponsorship and AmeriCorps service for educational programs for 
school children, including the citizen science program to learn about invasive species, and snorkeling 

“Great and diverse group of people.           

Good opportunity to share input. Enjoyed 

enthusiasm and passion for our forest area 

and how to promote and preserve it.” 

 

Breakout groups at the first forest heritage stakeholders 
meeting in 2001 
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program to learn about stream health. AFHA Inc. led the development of mapping and interpretive 
signage for Rothkugel Plantation, a reforestation site from the logging boom era, creation of the 
Resilient Forest video documentary, rehabilitation and signage for fire tower sites, along with a number 
of other interpretation projects including signs, kiosks, and exhibits. A more recent project involves 
support and fiscal sponsorship for Monongahela Outdoor Volunteers (MOV) group working to train 
volunteers and improve trail conditions. In 2014, AFHA Inc. opened the Appalachian Forest Discovery 
Center in Elkins in a historic building that the organization had helped restore. This museum provides an 
interpretive center and visitor information about the area.  

Since 2007, AFHA Inc. has operated a robust and growing AmeriCorps program providing conservation, 
community, and cultural heritage development services for West Virginia partners. Starting from 10 
members in the initial year, the AmeriCorps program has grown to more than 40 positions annually. 
Most members are directly assigned to host sites around the region, and they provide service on direct 
improvement and educational projects for environmental and heritage sites. Over many years, about 50 
members participated in a Hands-On Team, receiving specialized historic preservation training which 
was then used in the rehabilitation of public historic buildings. Members receive a living allowance and 
an education award, and gain valuable experience toward their career goals. AFHA’s AmeriCorps 
program (known as AFNHA AmeriCorps following NHA designation in 2019) has sponsored 440 
members who served over 689,295 hours for partner sites. They have helped rehabilitate more than 45 
historic buildings or sites, improved 16,931 acres of public lands, and helped to manage 7,591 
community volunteers leveraging 95,148 volunteer hours. 

AFHA Inc. sits at the hub of a broader partnership of businesses, organizations, community groups, 
educational institutions, and governmental agencies that are committed to working together. Since 
AFHA Inc.’s formation, partners have maintained an active schedule of meetings and annual gatherings, 
despite the significant distance that separated communities and the sometimes harrowing experiences 
of travel through the mountains during certain times of the year. Nevertheless, the partnership network 
persisted and grew. 

In 2006, AFHA Inc. and its partners in the 
region completed a feasibility study to 
explore the possibility of designating a 
National Heritage Area based on forest 
heritage, with input and review by the NPS 
Northeast Regional Office. This study 
included over 120 support letters from 
government entities and organizations 
around the region. Based upon the findings 
in the feasibility study, the West Virginia 
Heritage Act of 2013 proposed the 
establishment of the National Heritage Area 
including 16 counties in West Virginia and 
two counties in western Maryland. 
Subsequent bills in each session of Congress were pursued, co-sponsored by all West Virginia and 
Maryland senators and representatives whose districts included AFNHA counties, until the successful 
legislation was passed to establish AFNHA in 2019. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFHA AmeriCorps team in 2011-12 term 
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Zoom screen of breakout group during first planning public meeting, showing discussion                      
questions and some participants. 

 

Management Planning 
Management Planning Process – Discovery Phase (Years One - Two)  
The initial goal for AFNHA’s management planning process was to build upon the established 
partnership by continuing gatherings of AFNHA stakeholders and building upon them to create a further 
unified, bi-state network of heritage development partners. Following designation of the NHA in March 
2019, AFHA Inc. began public outreach to lay the foundation for planning. The organization identified 
core planning participants – including board 
members, staff, and partner representatives – and 
held a stakeholder public meeting in May, 2019. The 
purpose of the 2019 meeting, attended by 50 people, 
was to introduce the NHA and start gathering public 
input. AFHA Inc. released a request for proposals and 
in summer 2019 selected Point Heritage Development Consulting (PointHDC) to facilitate management 
planning. In August of that year, a representative of PointHDC met with core planning participants to 
discuss the planning process and collect input on conditions and priorities. In March 2020, AFNHA 
received the NHA’s first Congressional appropriation of funding and officially kicked off management 
planning. 

The stage was set for greater outreach to all 18 counties, with regular, in-person meetings planned 
between AFHA Inc. staff, board, and local partners. However, just as the management planning process 
began, the unthinkable challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic completely changed the trajectory and 
timing of planning. The planning team’s orientation visit was postponed, and all in-person outreach was 
curtailed due to governmental orders for social distancing and restricted access to places of business, 
tourism attractions, and other public locations.  

There is a remarkable trait of the people who live and work in the highlands of Appalachia – resiliency. 
The heritage and history of the region's people tell a story of commitment, toughness, and unflappable 
determination when faced with insurmountable obstacles. The region’s topography underscores this 
point, leaving one wondering how people have traversed, settled, or managed the region’s rugged 
landscape for the benefit of economic sustainability. Despite the pandemic, the AFHA Inc. staff, board, 
and the PointHDC team, set out to keep the management planning process on schedule. A strategy was  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We are anticipating what adding 

‘National’ to ‘Heritage Area’ is             

going to mean.” 
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devised for the use of remote video conferencing meetings between partners and the public to meet the 
congressional mandate of the management plan. This determination – to find a way to gather the 
businesses, organizations, governments, and residents of the 18-county region – remains a fundamental 
principle of AFHA Inc. and carries over into AFNHA’s philosophy. AFNHA is deeply rooted in community 
decision-making, recognizing the assets and benefits of one community are the assets and benefits of all 
the communities. 

The result of this adaptation of meetings has, ironically, created a much stronger coalition of partners. 
The ability to meet via video conferencing has allowed for greater outreach to communities that, in the 
past, were unable to attend meetings because of distance or the difficulty of travel during bad weather 
months. For an area that can be six hours of driving time from one end to the other, gathering for 
meetings has always been a challenge. Virtual convening options also increased participation by the 
regional and statewide partners and agencies whose offices lay outside the region. Resiliency and the 
ability to adapt when confronted with a challenge played into AFHA Inc.’s determination to remain a 
true, community-based, community-driven organization. This fundamental principle is evident in the 
work of AFHA Inc. and the AFNHA network of partners. 

The first phase of planning focused on gathering information about the region, the organization, and the 
partnership network. Starting with the first public meeting in June 2020, this phase included field work, 
interviews, surveys, meetings, and a review of background materials and media. The information 
collected during this phase formed the basis of a situational analysis, presented to the board in May 
2021, and laid the foundation for the next stage of planning. Research methods and activities are 
described below. 

Field Work 

The PointHDC consulting team conducted a 
series of visits to the AFNHA region 
throughout the summer and fall of 2020. 
These visits allowed the PointHDC team to 
become familiar with the AFNHA region, its 
resources, transportation corridors, the AFHA 
Inc. organization (staff, AmeriCorps members, 
and some board members), and the partners 
within the communities.  

Orientation Interviews 

During the field work, the PointHDC team 
conducted orientation interviews with 
partners, site managers, or other 
representatives of other entities identified by AFHA Inc. Interviews allowed the team members from 
PointHDC to meet partners and learn of their work, and also enabled the partners to learn more about 
AFNHA, the management planning effort that was starting, and how partners could become more 
involved.  

As stated above, the ongoing pandemic limited orientation interview meetings. Regardless, the staff and 
team had the opportunity to meet with tourism directors, Main Street personnel, Monongahela National 
Forest representatives, historic site and museum managers, elected officials, and community leaders. 

Surveys 

In a management plan for an NHA, surveys are sometimes used to reach a broad audience, not just 
partners but also the public. For AFNHA, three surveys were employed. The first survey, conducted in 
2019, was publicly available on the AFNHA website and served as a prelude to planning; 32 people 

 

Planning team meets outdoors for a COVID safe 
conversation at Marlinton Ranger Station of National Forest. 
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responded. The latter two were used as methods to obtain information important for two different parts 
of the management plan. The survey conducted in summer 2020 was a management and organization 
survey. Survey questions were sent to current and former staff, board members, partners, current and 
past AmeriCorps volunteers, and key partners in the public and private sectors; 143 people responded. 
That survey helped measure AFHA Inc.'s effectiveness and tested other critical factors, including 
willingness to donate, interest in volunteering, and knowledge of the NHA designation for the 18-county 
region of West Virginia and Maryland. The results of the management and organization survey were 
provided in a summary report to AFHA Inc. staff, were incorporated into the situational analysis, and 
were ultimately used to develop plan recommendations. 

The survey conducted in winter 2021 was targeted to tourism bureaus and agencies within AFNHA's 18-
county region. Responses were received from 15 city or county tourism bureaus and 8 tourism partners 
representing state, federal, and nonprofit entities. The information collected provided a baseline for 
follow-up and interviews with tourism promotion organizations in AFNHA. The survey's findings, and the 
subsequent meetings and interviews, formed the basis for the tourism component of the situational 
analysis and the management plan. 

Stakeholder Interviews 

Information collected from surveys, orientation interviews, and field work provided important 
background information to the PointHDC team as they conducted a series of stakeholder interviews in 
December 2020 and January 2021. These interviews were different from the conversations that occurred 
during the orientation interviews or the tourism industry interviews. AFHA Inc. staff developed a list of 
stakeholders, excluding board members and people who had already been interviewed. The stakeholder 
questions were designed to draw out a deeper understanding of AFNHA, including AFHA Inc.’s 
operations; relationships within and between the communities of the NHA; the confidence level the 
stakeholders have with AFHA Inc. management (staff and board); what the NHA designation means for 
the region; what its potential could be; and finally, what the broader regional partnership could bring to 
the table to build the future success of AFNHA. 

Research 

The PointHDC team conducted extensive research using resources from partner organizations, 
governmental bodies, foundations, news and media sources, past and current AFNHA newsletters along 
with additional information provided by AFHA Inc. staff. This information formed the foundational 
elements for the team to learn and understand AFNHA, as well as the coordinating entity’s 
organizational history, mission, accomplishments, and current programs and projects. 

Task Groups 

Task groups, comprised of representatives from existing partners and interested individuals, met virtually 
over a two-year period. The Interpretation & Visitor Experience Task Group revised interpretive themes 
and developed an interpretive matrix, as well as identifying tourism priorities. The Asset Stewardship & 
Enhancement Task Group created a structure, provided information for the asset inventory, and 
identified governmental and partner plans that target the region and its heritage assets. The 
Management & Organization Task Group worked on organizational needs and priorities, and revisited 
the mission, vision, and core values. 

Public Meetings 

The formal planning process launched in June, 2020, as AFNHA held the first-ever virtual management 
planning public meeting hosted by an NHA. Sixty-three people attended the virtual session, which 
included an introduction to NHAs, examples of what NHAs around the U.S. have done, and breakout 
discussions on what AFNHA might accomplish. A second virtual public meeting was held in May, 2021, 
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during which a summary of findings from the situational analysis were presented to the 34 people in 
attendance. The second public meeting featured an interactive discussion on the findings. 

Management Planning Process – Planning Phase (Year Three) 
The situational analysis was the culmination of the discovery phase and served as the foundation for the 
development of five primary goals for AFNHA, as well as the activities that will lead to the 
accomplishment of those goals. Goals were identified and activities were prioritized through public and 
partner engagement at a Planning Exchange, a Partner Roundtable Discussion, and virtual meetings of 
the three task groups. As mentioned previously, the management plan chapters that follow are 
structured to reflect AFNHA’s primary goals, and an action plan lists proposed activities. 

AFNHA Planning Exchange Camp 

On July 26, 2021, 75 stakeholders and partners came together at 4-H Camp Pioneer outside of Beverly, 
West Virginia, to consider the future of AFNHA. This was the first in-person public meeting to be held 
during the planning process due to the pandemic and took place largely outside. Participants in the day-
long exchange of ideas were enthusiastic and grateful for the chance to convene. The day included a 
series of 20 45-minute discussion sessions on Arts, Craft and Living Traditions; Building the Partnership 
Network; Community Development; Conserving Natural Resources; Education; Historic Preservation; 
Outdoor Recreation; Telling the Story; and Visitor Experience and Regional Identity. This successful and 
synergistic event enabled partners to discuss opportunities and lay the groundwork for collaborative 
action based on the region’s shared heritage. Participants felt strongly that an annual Exchange should 
be held to continue collaboration and engagement and to catalyze action. 

Partner Roundtable Discussion 

In September 2021, 24 people representing organizations within AFNHA’s footprint gathered at a hybrid 
in-person / virtual meeting to build on the results of the Exchange. The roundtable provided an 
opportunity for organizations to share their goals and activities with one another in order to strengthen 
alignment and reduce duplication of efforts. AFNHA plans to continue to use this model in the future to 
facilitate coordination within different sectors. 

 

 

 

Breakout group at Planning Exchange Camp 
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Task Groups 
Throughout 2021, the three task groups continued to meet to analyze the results of the Exchange and 
Roundtable. With their help, the planning team finalized the five primary goals, developed the action 
matrix with actions to achieve those goals, and considered the roles of AFHA Inc. as the coordinating 
entity and the participation opportunities for partners in the larger AFNHA partnership network. 

Public Meetings 
The third public meeting for management planning was held virtually in November 2021. The purpose of 
the meeting was to present the final goals, mission, and vision for AFNHA and to demonstrate how the 
action matrix works. The draft plan was distributed widely across the region, with digital and print copies 
available for the public 30-day review period. A fourth public meeting to introduce the final plan was 
held in May 2022, as part of this public review process.  

Tribal Engagement  
There are no federally or state recognized Tribes residing in or with territorial holdings in AFNHA, 
although many Tribes have ancestral ties to the central Appalachian forest. Legislation mandates that 
AFNHA include Tribal governments in the planning process, and authorizes their participation in projects 
and programs in the future. During the planning process, AFHA Inc. sent requests for consultation and 
planning review to the 45 Tribes with a known connection to the region. AFHA Inc. is working with those 
who have responded, and is continuing outreach to additional Tribes, in order to help foster future 
engagement with Tribal partners for the region. More information on collaboration with Tribal partners is 
found in Chapter 5.  

Submission to National Park Service 
As the lead federal agency that assists with NHA coordination, the National Park Service assisted with 
the review of the planning document. NPS personnel from the Northeast Regional Office and the 
Washington Office attended public meetings. A technical review of the draft document was completed 
in the Northeast Regional Office prior to the public release of the plan. Following the public review 
period, AFNHA will submit the final plan, public comments, and letters of support to NPS. The 
Washington Office will then transmit the document to the Secretary of the Interior for approval. 

Federal Laws and NEPA Categorical Exclusion 
AFNHA will ensure all federal laws pertaining to preservation and conservation are properly applied, 
such as the Archeological Resource Protection Act (ARPA), National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), Endangered Species Act (ESA), and 
the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). The management plan will have no effect on the many 

cultural and natural resources in the region designated as AFNHA. As such, the NEPA pathway proposed 
for the federal approval of this management plan is a Categorical Exclusion (CE), according to the 
National Park Service (NPS) Director’s Order No.12, “Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact 
Analysis, and Decision Making,” and associated guidance, NPS NEPA Handbook, Chapter 3.2 R: CE 3.2R, 
for the “adoption or approval of surveys, studies, reports, plans and similar documents which will result in 
recommendations or proposed actions which would cause no, or only minimal, environmental impacts.”
If, or when, future projects of the NHA develop that have a direct effect on cultural or natural resources in 
the region, the entity responsible for the individual project will ensure that it is reviewed through 
appropriate pathways, such as the NHPA Section 106 and NEPA processes as applicable. 
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Foundation – Significance, Mission, Vision, Values, Goals 
As described in the previous section, AFHA Inc. was created in the early 2000s, the outcome of many 
community meetings of regional stakeholders and governmental agencies interested in supporting 
forest heritage. These cooperating partners determined that a new organization was needed to help 
promote the heritage of the forest while at the same time assisting communities to benefit from the 
forest’s assets – both from industry economy and from a tourism economy. Over the years, AFHA Inc. 
has grown, branched out, and matured into an effective and efficiently managed organization tasked 
with the new responsibility of coordinating the management of AFNHA. 

That latter role, and the mandated management plan, have resulted in AFHA Inc. collaborating with the 
AFNHA network of partners to examine and articulate the foundational elements of the NHA: 

• The region’s story, as outlined in the thematic framework 

• The cultural and natural heritage assets that support that story  

• The National Heritage Area’s mission 

• A shared regional vision  

• The core values of the National Heritage Area 

• A commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion 

• The primary goals of the National Heritage Area 

The management planning process coalesced around the consideration of these foundational elements, 
as AFHA Inc. board and staff worked with PointHDC and the NHA partner network to craft them. The 
result will be a NHA that is committed to its founding grassroots principles while providing a structural 
framework for organizational sustainability and the stewardship of a geographically broad regional 
partnership network.  

Significance and Themes  
Over the course of the management planning process, the Interpretation & Visitor Experience task group 
led the development of a thematic framework. The statement of significance and the themes that 
support that significance are introduced here, and an expanded narrative follows in Chapter 3. The 
significance and themes provide the connectivity of people and land that is the hallmark of NHAs. The 
shared heritage that is expressed in the statement and themes is the foundation upon which the vision 
for the region is built, which in turn serves as the platform for collaborative action.` 

Statement of National Significance 
The Appalachian Forest dominates the environment and economy in the central Appalachian 
highlands of West Virginia and Maryland. The forested ridges and valleys of Central Appalachia 
are marked by the intersection of northern and southern ecosystems, numerous microclimates, 
and the headwaters of major river systems. From prehistory to the present, these forested 
mountains have impacted settlement and immigration, resulting in several distinct cultural 
landscapes. The contrasting legacies of geographic isolation and the logging boom of the early 
20th century have shaped the ways in which the forest is used and managed, as well as the living 
traditions and livelihoods of the people who live here today. 

Theme One – Forest Abundance 
Ancient mountains of the Appalachian Forest feature abundant mixed hardwood and red spruce 
forests, where mountain microclimates and northern and southern species converge to create 
some of the most biodiverse forest ecosystems in North America. 
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Theme Two – Crucible of Isolation 

People from many cultures came together in the Appalachian Forest, where geographic isolation 
and the rough mountain terrain fostered a distinctive Appalachian culture of self-reliance and 
connection to the land, expressed through folkways and living traditions that enrich America 
today. 

Theme Three – Logging Boom Builds the Nation 
On the cusp of the 20th century, the expansion of railroads opened widespread harvest of the 
Appalachian Forest in a logging boom that helped fuel industrial expansion for the Eastern 
United States but devastated the landscape and altered mountain economies. 

Theme Four – Resilient Forest 
Recovery of the landscape from the logging boom shows the resilience of the Appalachian 
Forest, with scientific management today conserving forestlands for multiple purposes including 
ecological stewardship, recreation and tourism, and sustainable harvest of forest products. 

Significant Heritage Assets  

The significance statement and themes are based on the inherent resources of the area and the tangible 
assets that represent them across the landscape. History and culture assets – historic buildings, 
archaeological sites, community festivals, museums and institutions – are grounded in the region’s living 
traditions, perpetuate its culture, and exemplify the region’s cultural and historic resources. The natural, 
scenic, and recreational assets – extensive forests, public lands, conserved ecosystems and habitats, 
wilderness areas, rivers and waterfalls, caves and rock outcroppings, scenic drives, trails, campgrounds, 
and other recreational opportunities – represent the rich natural resources that embody the region’s 
forests and biodiversity. The Stewardship & Enhancement Task Group guided the development of an 
inventory of these assets that currently includes 749 listings (see Appendix C: Assets Inventory). The 
assets are further described in Chapter 2.  

Mission 
AFHA Inc. adopted new mission and vision statements as it worked on the management plan. The new 
mission statement reflects concisely the purpose of a mature nonprofit organization tasked with the 
continued responsibilities that led to its creation, but now is also responsible for implementing the 
congressional mandate of coordinating one of the nation’s 55 NHAs. As such, it serves as a mission 
statement both for the coordinating organization, AFHA Inc., and for the National Heritage Area network 
of partnerships. The new mission statement is: 

The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area conserves, interprets, and promotes forest 
heritage to enhance landscapes and communities in the highlands of West Virginia and 
Maryland. 

Like the vision statement that follows, this new 
mission statement was crafted with collaboration 
and input from the broader AFNHA partnership, 
including the AFHA Inc. board, staff, and the 
Management and Organization Task Group. Each 
group addressed specific elements of how the 
NHA might function. Those goals helped identify 
a new, more comprehensive mission for AFHA Inc.                          
and the NHA partnership network. 

 

“Concept of experience for visitors and 

residents is important. Living legacy and life 

experiences – fishing in the same river as 

my grandfather.” 
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The new mission statement for AFNHA is also supported by other language that expands and builds on 
the statement. Detailed below, these statements further supplement and explain AFNHA’s work and will 
be used in publications, website, news releases, social media, and where the additional explanation of 
the NHA may be warranted. 

Supplement #1 – short version to be used for further explanation: 

 AFNHA works with partners to accomplish this through community development, 
 conservation, celebrating cultural heritage, and creating opportunities for 
 transformational experiences.  

Supplement #2 – extended version or to highlight specific areas: 

AFNHA works with partners to accomplish this through: 

Building capacity and social capital for stronger, engaged communities. We support tourism, 
local businesses, and the forest industry and enhance economies through community 
development.  

Celebrating our rich heritage and Appalachian culture through valuing and sharing our history 
over millennia of life in the forested mountains, the communities that grew here, and the living 
traditions that continue today. We support preserving our landscapes, buildings, collections, and 
cultural traditions and telling their stories to enrich our Appalachian Forest communities. 

Conservation of our abundant natural resources, including diverse eco-systems, wildlife habitats, 
wilderness areas, and sustainably managed timber that contributes to the stewardship of our 
mountain forests. We support on-the-ground conservation, environmental education, and 
outstanding recreation experiences within our Appalachian Forest.  

Creating and sharing transformative, engaging, participatory experiences to connect residents 
and visitors to our forest resources and cultural heritage. We network with historic sites, artisans, 
working forests, natural areas, and communities to tell our stories, raise awareness about 
stewardship, and provide exceptional opportunities for recreation and appreciation.  

Vision 
The new vision statement was developed by the Organization and Management Task Group based on 
input from the public and AFNHA partners. The vision statement accelerates the mission to a future 
point in time, expressing what the NHA and its communities will be after 12 years of implementing the 
recommendations and attaining the goals identified in this management plan. This forward-looking 
statement is an aspirational description of the region, one that can be achieved through the 
collaboration of the NHA’s expansive network of partners. As such, this shared regional vision serves as 
the foundation for the actions set forth in this plan. The AFHA Inc. board of directors adopted the 
following vision statement in November 2021:  

The stories and traditions of the mountain people are alive in the dynamic communities, 
preserved historic places, sustainable forests, and outstanding experiences of the Appalachian 
Forest National Heritage Area (AFNHA). Communities are flourishing with bustling downtowns, 
creative artisans, and welcoming places to visit, live and work. Our resilient forest is conserved 
with shared stewardship for sustainable production of forest products, biodiverse ecosystems 
alive with native plants and wildlife, and abundant recreational opportunities. 

 

 



Chapter 1                                                    AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022    18 

Core Values 
AFNHA’s core values express the ethical foundation of the NHA in working toward goals and in 
interacting with partners and the public. They articulate the core principles and ethics that guide and 
direct the organization and its culture.  

The Organization and Management Task Group developed the following core values, which were 
adopted by the AFNHA Board of Directors. The following core values are based on the original core 
values developed previously by AFHA Inc. with some edits and additions: 

• AFNHA values partnerships and communication across geographic lines and interest areas, 
seeking diverse and open participation with a balanced representation of all partners in decision 
making, access to resources, and presentation. 

• AFNHA seeks to provide education and interpretation for a broad range of local and visitor 
audiences, presenting messages in entertaining formats with scholarly accuracy, balanced 
presentation of differing viewpoints, and respect for the complexity of the issues. 

• AFNHA values the diversity of our ancestral, historic, and contemporary people and is 
committed to inclusion, equity, and accessibility of all people, including those under-
represented and traditionally unheard, in engagement in our activities and telling of our stories.  

• AFNHA values showing the working forest as an active force in the region's present and future, 
including making connections between the natural resources of the forest, people's livelihoods 
that are dependent on the forest, and the products from the forest that the whole country uses. 
Education and interpretation will address issues regarding long-term sustainability for the forest 
that respects the needs and concerns of forestry and forest products industries, the economic 
and social needs of forest communities, and for health and biodiversity of the forest ecosystems. 

• AFNHA utilizes cultural / heritage / nature / recreation tourism as a means to bring economic 
benefits to the AFNHA communities in a well-thought-out and balanced way that respects 
community values. Encouraging visitor respect of local standards and privacy, and targeting 
promotion to those sites and communities who wish to invite visitation, are among the tools that 
will be used to manage tourism impact. 

• AFNHA programs and projects are open to voluntary participation appropriate to each program, 
including residents, property owners, businesses, organizations, and communities. 

• AFHA Inc. has no land management agenda beyond supporting and educating about best 
practices and has no power or authority to regulate, zone or control private property use. 

• AFNHA Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility Policy 

AFHA Inc. adopted the following diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility policy in addition to the 
core values expressed above as a part of its work developing the management plan for AFNHA. This 
policy will be used throughout the implementation of AFNHA activities. The policy is as follows: 

National Heritage Areas are designed by Congress to tell nationally important stories that 
celebrate our nation’s diverse heritage. AFNHA joins with NHAs across the country in 
championing diverse, equitable, inclusive, and accessible approaches to cultural heritage 
development activities. Coming from a region in which racial diversity is under-represented 
compared to many other parts of our country, we find it especially important for AFNHA to 
recognize and share the diverse stories of our area, to welcome diverse audiences and 
participation, and to include and empower all of our citizens.  
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Our core values statement recognizes this priority. AFNHA values the diversity of our ancestral, 
historic, and contemporary people, and is committed to inclusion, equity, and accessibility of all 
people, including those under-represented, marginalized, and traditionally unheard, in 
engagement in our activities and telling of our stories. Additionally, values focus on diverse and 
open participation with balanced representation of all partners in decision making, access to 
resources, and presentation, as well as providing education and interpretation for a broad range 
of local and visitor audiences, presenting messages in entertaining formats with scholarly 
accuracy, balanced representation of differing viewpoints, and respect for the complexity of the 
issues. Our long-standing equal opportunity policy prohibits discrimination on the basis of any 
grounds of difference or identity. This policy statement goes beyond prohibiting discrimination 
to actively encourage participation by and support for diverse and marginalized groups and 
individuals.  

Through the work of AFNHA, we support racial equity, community empowerment, and social 
cohesion. Our conservation, enhancement, interpretation, and community development efforts 
include and highlight stories of those historically underserved, marginalized, and adversely 
affected by persistent poverty, systemic racism, inequality, and disability. We support them to 
tell and share their own stories through their own lens and reach out to welcome and encourage 
participation from marginalized audiences. Through equity and inclusion in our community 
engagement and development efforts, we encourage participation from diverse and 
underserved groups, and help those adversely affected to gain access to opportunity, networks, 
and resources. Through our inclusive approach and outreach, we work towards developing a 
sense of belonging, trust, and upward social mobility among community members.  

AFNHA resolves, as an organization, and on behalf of participating board, staff and 
representatives of our organization, to promote and support diversity, equity, inclusion, and 
accessibility for all citizens through our programming and our work. 

Goals  
Based on the AFNHA public meetings, working groups sessions, task group meetings, surveys, 
stakeholder interviews, the Planning Exchange and the Partner Roundtable, the planning team from 
AFNHA and the PointHDC team examined the outcomes and feedback to determine common priorities. 
The results of that examination were the categorization of similar programs and projects – five primary 
goals of the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area: 

1. Identify, preserve, conserve, and enhance assets that reflect forest heritage. 

2. Share the stories of our forest heritage through education, interpretation, and experiences. 

3. Support sustainable tourism and community economic development to benefit rural 
communities. 

4. Connect and support partners linked by the region’s forest heritage. 

5. Manage, promote, and sustain AFHA Inc. as the National Heritage Area coordinating entity.  

These goals provide the basis for the components of this management plan, and the chapters that follow 
are organized around them. The goals are also a roadmap for the work of AFHA Inc. and its partners. 
These goals, when viewed with the vision and mission, form the foundation of AFNHA. They are the 
framework that will help guide policy, programs, and projects for AFHA Inc. and its partners as they work 
together to implement this Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan. 



 

CHAPTER 2 
Conserve and Enhance Forest Heritage Assets 
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CHAPTER 2 
Conserve and Enhance Forest Heritage Assets 
 
National Heritage Areas are built around heritage assets that are connected by the significance of the 
region and the themes that express that significance. One of the five primary goals for the Appalachian 
Forest National Heritage Area (AFNHA) is to identify, preserve, conserve, and enhance the assets that 
reflect the region’s forest heritage.  

Natural resource stewardship and enhancement, historic preservation, and cultural conservation and the 
arts are three areas in which NHAs across the country commonly work to conserve heritage assets. These 
forest heritage assets – including strategies for the AFNHA partnership network to conserve and 
enhance them – are the focus of the current chapter. 

Heritage Assets in the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area 
Historic buildings, archaeological sites, natural resources, and museum and archival collections are 
tangible assets that are visible in the region and help illustrate its history. Living traditions arising from 
Appalachian culture over centuries are the intangible elements that connect people to the landscape 
and to each other across generations. Both tangible and intangible assets and resources are important 
to AFNHA, as together they define a living landscape rich in history and culture. 

Inventory of Assets 
In its designating legislation, AFNHA is directed to develop an “inventory of resources.” At a minimum, 
the inventory is to include sites that are “related to the themes of the NHA” and should be “preserved, 
restored, managed, or maintained because of their significance.”1 The AFNHA Asset Inventory lists 
place-based natural, scenic, recreational, historic, and cultural assets. Assets include parks, preserves, 
special places, trails and water opportunities used for recreation; historic buildings; museums and 
archival collections; institutions whose value is in sharing and preserving history and culture; and 
locations of special events that are based on the region’s natural environment, history, and living 
traditions. AFNHA has chosen to distinguish between “resources” and “assets,” defining “assets” as 
resources that are, or can potentially be, managed or enhanced to benefit the AFNHA region, and 
“resources” as sources of value or wealth that occur naturally or without enhancement, or that can 
support enhancement to become an asset. As an example, wildlife is a natural resource, a nature 
preserve where wildlife can be seen is an asset. The AFNHA Asset Inventory is found in Appendix C. 
Summary maps of assets are included in Appendix B. An implementation action for AFNHA will be to 
develop and provide some interactive maps with asset information based on this inventory, as part of the 
information clearinghouse for partners.  

The inventory, whose development was guided by the Stewardship & Enhancement task group, currently 
holds 749 listings. The inventory started with the asset list AFHA Inc. had developed for its Feasibility 
Study, added updates such as National Register of Historic Places listings, and incorporated input from 
partners, including the information developed by the Mon Forest Towns partnership, an initiative based 
on the recreation economy of gateway communities to the Monongahela National Forest. This chapter 
briefly describes some of the area’s key forest heritage assets that provide a foundation for 
understanding the strategies that the AFNHA network of partners will employ to identify, preserve, 
conserve, and enhance those assets. 

                                                        
1 Pub. L. 116–9, title VI, § 6001(a)(1), Mar. 12, 2019, 133 Stat. 768.  
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Goal 1: Identify, Preserve, Conserve, and Enhance the                         
Assets that Reflect Forest Heritage 

Conserve and Enhance Natural Resources 
Natural Assets 
Public lands – county, state, and national – occupy much of the forestland in the predominantly rural 
10,500 square mile AFNHA (see public lands map in Appendix B). 

The largest public landholding in the AFNHA is the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service’s 
Monongahela National Forest (MNF or informally called the Mon) that extends into nine of AFNHA’s 18 

counties. The Monongahela was established at the end 
of the logging boom in 1920 and now manages 921,000 
acres of land within a 1,700,000-acre proclamation 
boundary (the area in which the National Forest may 
purchase land from willing sellers as funds are available). 
The Nature Conservancy considers it to be an area of 

global ecological importance. The Mon manages an incredible wealth of natural, scenic, recreational 
assets (as well as historical and cultural assets described later), including pristine rivers, waterfalls, stands 
of old-growth timber, rocky outcroppings, and several nationally significant ecosystems. Some of the 
special use areas within the Mon are described below.  

The Spruce Knob-Seneca Rocks National Recreation Area was designated by Congress in 1968 as the 
first Forest Service National Recreation Area. It contains Spruce Knob – the highest point in West Virginia 
– and the iconic Seneca Rocks outcropping. It includes recreational opportunities that range from 
interpretive trails to some of the best rock climbing in the eastern United States. The Seneca Rocks 
Discovery Center provides interpretive and visitor services for the National Recreation Area and the 
north half of the Monongahela.  

  “We can't believe we have traveled      

for two and a half days and have never   

left the forest.” 

Traveling into the Monongahela National Forest  
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The Cranberry Mountain Nature Center, in the south half of the forest, is the gateway to the Cranberry 
Glades Botanical Area, Fall of Hills Creek, the Highland Scenic Highway, and the Cranberry Wilderness 
and Backcountry. 

Among the wealth of special use areas are eight designated wilderness areas within the Mon, which 
allow no motorized use and limited trail maintenance or markings. The best known of these are Dolly 
Sods Wilderness Area plateau on the top of Allegheny Front, Otter Creek Wilderness including the first 
tract purchased for the Mon, and the Cranberry Wilderness.  

Other Forest Service properties include 123,629 acres of the George Washington National Forest within 
West Virginia along the eastern border of AFNHA in Hampshire, Hardy, and Pendleton counties, and the 
Fernow Experimental Forest. The Fernow is a 4,600-acre outdoor laboratory, located on property of the 
Monongahela, but operated by the Forest Service Northern Research Station to study the silviculture 
(i.e., timber management techniques and principles) of mixed hardwood forests and watersheds of the 
central Appalachians. Some interpretation of different types of forest management is also available. 

Two natural resource areas operated by Department of Interior agencies are also important natural 
assets.  

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge in Tucker County was established 
in 1994 as the nation’s 500th National Wildlife Refuge. The 16,550-acre refuge preserves a moist, high 
elevation valley with unique wetlands and uplands that support many plants and animals more common 
far to the north. At an altitude of 3,200 feet, it is 14 miles long and three miles wide, and the highest 
valley of its size east of the Rocky Mountains. The refuge is home to 580 species of plants and 288 
different animals, with 8,500 acres of wetlands composed of 23 wetland types. The roads and trails of 
the refuge are open daily, with some interpreted with signs, brochures, or programs. The Canaan Valley 
National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center offers exhibits and visitor information. 

The Gauley River National Recreation Area includes the section north of the river in Nicholas County 
within AFNHA. This area is administered by the National Park Service out of the nearby New River Gorge 
National Park and Preserve.  

Several U.S. Army Corps of Engineers lakes are also within the area, most notably Burnsville Lake with a 
campground and historical area, and Summersville Lake, the largest lake in West Virginia, which offers 
boating, trails, and campgrounds.  

AFNHA encompasses many state-managed public lands, as well. In West Virginia, eight state parks and 
five state forests have a natural resource focus. In the two counties in Maryland, there are 10 state parks 
and three state forests established around natural resources. Among the most iconic are Blackwater Falls 
State Park in Tucker County, West Virginia, with dramatic waterfall and overlooks of the Blackwater 
Canyon, and Swallow Falls State Park in Garrett County, Maryland, where virgin forest areas overlook the 
falls and streams. State forests offer natural and recreation access, and sometimes include interpretation 
about forest management, such as the Kindness Demonstration Area in Garrett State Forest. State 
wildlife management areas, seven in Maryland and 32 in West Virginia, also protect and manage natural 
resources and wildlife habitats, and are generally open for recreation, hunting, and fishing during 
appropriate seasons. 

In addition to federal and state lands such as those mentioned here, many local governments operate 
city and county parks. Nonprofits also play a significant role in preserving natural areas, such as the West 
Virginia Land Trust and The Nature Conservancy (TNC). TNC owns 19 preserved properties within 
AFNHA, two of these are designated as National Natural Landmarks. Private lands, whether large 
corporate landholdings, or individual family properties, also have an important role to play in the 
landscape-scale management of the forests, wildlife, and natural resources.  



Chapter 2                                                     AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022    24 

The AFNHA region contains 15 of West Virginia’s 16 National Natural Landmarks (NNLs). Many are 
located within the Monongahela National Forest or on other protected lands. The NNLS are:  

● Bear Rocks and Allegheny Front Preserve (Grant and Tucker counties, TNC) 

● Big Run Bog (Tucker County, MNF) 

● Blister Run Swamp (Pocahontas County, MNF) 

● Canaan Valley (Tucker County, CVNWR, WV State Parks, private) 

● Cathedral State Park (Preston County, state park) 

● Cranberry Glades Botanical Area (Pocahontas County, MNF) 

● Cranesville Swamp Nature Sanctuary (Garrett and Preston counties, TNC) 

● Fisher Spring Run Bog (Grant County, MNF) 

● Gaudineer Scenic Area (Randolph and Pocahontas counties, MNF) 

● Germany Valley Karst Area (Pendleton County, MNF, private) 

● Ice Mountain (Hampshire County, TNC) 

● Organ Cave System (Greenbrier County, private, tours available) 

● Lost World Caverns (Greenbrier County, private, tours available) 

● Shavers Mountain Spruce-Hemlock Stand (Randolph County, MNF) 

● Sinnett-Thorn Mountain Cave System (Pendleton County, private) 

 

 

 

The Highland Scenic Highway shows off fall colors. (Credit: David Ede) 
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Scenic Assets  
Scenic opportunities abound throughout the area, on every road or backcountry hike, with dense forests 
and rippling streams, as well as multiple overlooks and vistas. While scenic beauty shines in every 
season, the fall color in the mostly hardwood forests is spectacular, and a major tourist draw. A few 
routes have been designated as Scenic Byways specifically for scenic value, as well as to recognize other 
intrinsic qualities. The National Road All-American Road starts west from Cumberland, while the 
Staunton-Parkersburg Turnpike National Scenic Byway and the Midland Trail National Scenic Byway 
feature scenic assets following historic routes. The Highland Scenic Highway National Scenic Byway, 
entirely within the Mon Forest, has a parkway section built as a scenic route. The highway provides 
access to major attractions, and overlooks the Cranberry area of the forest. Both West Virginia and 
Maryland have additional state-designated scenic byways within AFNHA. Multiple excursion trains offer 
scenic rides, usually on historic tracks, including the Western Maryland Scenic Railroad, the Potomac 
Eagle, and the Durbin & Greenbrier Valley Railroad, as well as the historic Cass train.  

Strategy: Provide stewardship of regional ecosystems 
The development of modern scientific forest management over the last century changed the approach 
to the forest. For example, the Monongahela National Forest was established, in part, in response to 
devastating logging practices of the early 20th century that involved deforestation on a massive scale. 
Consequences of these practices included serious environmental degradation such as soil erosion, 
stream and river sedimentation, flooding, slash fires, loss of critical habitats, and denuded landscapes. 

According to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, “the Forest Service, in 
cooperation with other federal agencies 
and the state of West Virginia, has 
attempted to actively and responsibly 
manage the landscape since that time, 
balancing the needs of the American 
people, wildlife, and our precious natural 
resources.” Instead of the “cut everything 
and haul it out” approach of the logging 
boom, today’s foresters and land managers 
study and balance the growth, species 
composition, and desired purposes for each 
land tract. They use management practices, 
including managed tree harvest when 
appropriate, with the overall goal of 

nurturing a healthy, sustainable forest. Today, natural resource conservation is not only accepted in the 
region, it is expected. The health of forest resources is important to the forest products industry, 
communities, residents, and visitors that rely on the jobs and opportunities that the forest provides.  

The natural resource conservation strategy described here guides the ways in which AFHA Inc. and its 
partners working together across AFNHA, will approach the conservation, enhancement, and promotion 
of the region’s abundant natural resources. 

There is a shared belief in the region that forest resources must be conserved, however there will always 
be differences as to how that conservation should occur. Some people and organizations are averse to 
any timber harvesting, citing the negative environmental and aesthetic impact large scale tree removal 
can bring. To others, productivity of timber management is what is most important. Some see forest 
management practices as providing important habitat to preserve floral and faunal biodiversity. Any 
forest management planning starts with the goals for the property being considered, which may include 

Forester using an increment borer on a black cherry tree – note 
the spray paint used to mark the trees in the timber sale or 
study area. (Credit: USDA Forest Service) 
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timber production, wildlife habitat for native species and / or for hunting, stream health for water 
conservation and fish populations, hiking and recreation, scenic beauty, and wilderness.  

The type of forest management appropriate in one place will be different from treatments where the end 
goal is different. Forest production is often the priority of private woodland owners, who look to 
professional foresters, and organizations such as West Virginia Forestry Association and West Virginia 
University Woodland Stewards for information on best practices and support in reaching their personal 
forest goals – whether for timber production, non-timber products, or recreation. For another example, 
organizations focused on hunting and fishing are often committed to conservation through stewardship 
of Wildlife Management Areas, healthy species and varied age tree stand management practices that 
favor game species, and make access easier for outdoor enthusiasts. People who choose to recreate in 
the area have differing expectations, ranging from rugged visitor experiences to easy access and 
comfortable amenities. 

Conservation and land management work by one organization typically benefits many others. Wildlife, or 
endangered species, do not recognize property boundaries, and to the extent conservation 
management can be supported on a landscape level, all property owners benefit. When it comes to 
natural resource conservation and enhancement, the 
NHA can reach a broader audience than many of the 
local and regional organizations could do alone. A key 
tenet of AFNHA’s approach to conservation will be to 
facilitate connecting groups with differing approaches 
to conservation, serving as the metaphorical “big tent” 
under which varied interests can come together as 
stewards of the natural environment and all it has to 
offer, thereby amplifying their impact.  

Public lands, such as the Monongahela National 
Forest, the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, 
state forests and nonprofit preserves all have 
management plans, directives, policies, and / or goals 
to direct their land management strategies. Many 
private landowners have forest management plans as 
well to implement their goals, whether for timber 
production or recreation and wildlife. Since the public 
agencies hold a significant amount of land within 
AFNHA, their best practices help to set both the 
direction and the example for ecosystem stewardship 
in the region. Moreover, these agencies dedicate 
significant staff and economic resources to 
implementing their plans, generally developed with 
public involvement. Public partners will take the lead on implementing management goals and land 
management improvements on public lands, including responsibility for environmental clearance under 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for projects when needed. AFHA Inc. will support their 
efforts, as well as facilitate and promote best practices of forest management on partnering private 
lands. With public and private partners, AFHA Inc. will also support understanding and implementation 
of best practices associated with: 

● Monitoring and stewarding ecosystem conditions 

● Maintaining healthy waterways, riparian environments, and watersheds 

AFNHA AmeriCorps member collects 
water sample to monitor stream health.  
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● Conserving native plants and animals and their 
habitats, including rare, threatened, and 
endangered species 

● Harvesting, planting, and encouraging regrowth 
of forests including desired species and 
properly aging stands for forest health and 
sustainable production 

● Tracking and mitigating invasive species 

● Identifying, adapting to, and mitigating impacts 
of climate change 

AFHA Inc. has taken a leadership role in the AFNHA 
Pollinator Initiative, a program supported nationally by 
the Alliance of National Heritage Areas. With this 
program AFNHA has coordinated and encouraged 
NHA engagement in an initiative to preserve pollinator 
species and pollinator health, including supporting 
projects such as pollinator gardens, and seeking 
partners on a Pollinator Resolution to raise awareness 
of this issue. While AFHA Inc. does not own forest 
land, the organization will support those that do, and 
will take leadership roles in specific conservation 
projects when appropriate.  

Conserve and Enhance Recreational Assets 
Recreational Assets 
Recreational assets within the vast greenspaces of AFNHA are the foundation for a wide array of 
opportunities. Throughout the region, there are many publicly accessible hiking and biking trails, ski and 
golf resorts, hunting and fishing lands, lakes and waterways, and scenic byways. The Mon Forest is the 

largest physical tourism destination in the state of 
West Virginia and has more than 800 miles of trails. 
Other developed trails in the region include the 
Allegany County junction of the 150-mile Great 
Allegheny Passage and the 185-mile C&O Canal 
Towpath trail, in Maryland, which together are a 
section of the NPS Potomac Heritage National Scenic 

Trail. The 78-mile Greenbrier River Trail, and a number of other rail trails are also popular. Hiking trails 
feature a significant section of the Allegany Trail through the heart of the NHA plus innumerable other 
dirt surface trails and backpacking routes of varying length and difficulty.  

Water recreation in AFNHA includes whitewater runs, canoe, kayak, and boating, ranging from gentle 
paddles to wild whitewater. Fishing for native brook trout in sheltered streams, stocked trout in high 
altitude waters, and warmer water fishing on rivers and lakes is also an important activity dependent on 
the region’s lakes, streams, and rivers. The Cheat River is one of the longest free-flowing rivers in the 
eastern United States. The Cheat River Water Trail offers a network of access points, resting areas, and 
points of interest for boaters and anglers. Deep Creek Lake is the largest lake in AFNHA, and Deep 
Creek Lake State Park in Maryland offers a major 4-season destination. At the other end of AFNHA, the 
Gauley River National Recreation Area offers world-class rafting, as does the Youghiogheny River. 

“People see that big green area on the 

map, and they are drawn to it."  

 

AFNHA AmeriCorps members remove invasive 
garlic mustard.  
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Hunting is a major traditional recreational use that is generally available in appropriate seasons on most 
public forests and many private lands.  

Mountain biking is a fast-growing attraction, with trail networks around Canaan Valley and other areas. 
Most notably, the Snowshoe Highlands Ride Center, which boasts the International Mountain Biking 
Association prestigious Silver Level rating, offers 357 miles of mountain bike trails of varying difficulty in 
Pocahontas County.  

The region features several resort areas that connect people to many recreational activities, including 
some of those mentioned above. Two of the region's largest recreational hubs include the Snowshoe 
Highlands and Canaan Valley. Both were originally known as winter skiing destinations but have 
expanded their seasonal appeal and annual revenue by offering mountain biking, golfing, hiking, and 
other active pursuits. These resort areas have successfully grown to engage larger and more diverse 
audiences by becoming year-round destinations with a variety of warm-weather outdoor activities. The 
region’s oldest resort is The Greenbrier, a famous luxury destination that stands testament to the 
longstanding allure of tourism in West Virginia.  

Strategy: Enhance recreational opportunities for quality user experience and sustainability 
Enhancing natural areas to provide outdoor recreation opportunities is important for providing access to 
natural assets for a variety of people, building awareness to care about natural areas, providing quality 
user experience for residents and visitors, and as a component of diversification of rural economies. 
Hunting and fishing are very popular traditional recreation activities that are dependent on the health of 
land and water habitats. Trails for a variety of uses such as back-country, hiking, mountain biking, and 
equestrian need to be planned, built, connected, and maintained. Off-road motorized use is another trail 
type that is often not allowed on public lands and is generally not compatible with other uses, but there 
are some specialized areas that offer those opportunities. Sustainable design and consistent 
maintenance of trails provide a high quality of user experience that brings repeat visitation, while 
minimizing damage to the environment. Water recreation involves pristine rivers and lakes and access 
including boat launches and river access locations. Active recreation activities such as skiing and cave 
tours are often developed and provided by commercial resorts. Nature appreciation recreation such as 
birding, wildlife observation and photography, wildflowers, foraging, and experiencing dark skies is 
available on public lands. Often this can be shared and enhanced with interpretation. 

Fisherman enjoys a forest stream. (Credit: WV Department of Tourism)   



Chapter 2                                                     AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022    29 

An important need for recreation enhancements is 
leveraging funding and technical assistance. This is 
discussed further in Chapter 5.  

The trails that weave through the heritage area have 
always played a significant role in how people 
experience the landscape, access resources, and 
connect. Today, the majority of trail users are seeking 
easy access to scenic, safe, and fun recreational 
experiences that allow them to explore beyond paved 
roadways. The surge in outdoor recreation during the 
pandemic has increased numbers, as well as highlighting a discerning group of users, who are seeking a 
quality user experience. Because of a long-term reputation for poorly maintained trails, and numerous 
trails that currently fall short of users’ expectations, improving trail conditions is important to attracting 
and keeping this dynamic recreation audience. This highlights the need for more capacity to maintain, 
improve, and expand trails for specific and multiple uses within the area. AFNHA can help evaluate trails 
on a regional scale and support efforts to identify and prioritize improvements, and help coordinate the 
funding and workforces to get improvements accomplished.  

Trail improvements encompass actions including: 

● Establishing safe and accessible points of entry so users don’t have to park on narrow shoulders 

● Maintaining passable tracks through densely vegetated areas 

● Stabilizing existing trails 

● Building features such as bridges or boardwalks over rough and / or fragile terrain 

● Connecting trails to allow users to expand, or contract, trail mileage and experiences 

● Developing physical and thematic trail networks 

● Expanding offerings to meet the range of skill levels sought by diverse users 

● Creating a plan for sustainable management 

Importantly, the benefits of trail improvements are not limited to hikers and bikers. Well-planned and 
maintained trails are of tremendous value to hunters, anglers, foragers, birders, photographers, and the 
people who monitor and manage habitat areas. In order to improve the health and ensure the 
sustainability of the region’s ecological diversity, it is vital to support access for conservation and wildlife 
experts and the users who value backcountry assets. 

The rivers, streams, lakes, and riparian zones that weave through the region offer a range of recreational 
activities including fishing and all types of boating from motorboating, to kayaking, to rafting, and even 
some scuba. AFNHA can help coordinate efforts to identify the needs of organizations focused on water 
resources, water sports, and aquatic health. By identifying those needs, AFNHA can help set priorities 
and assist with funding to improve the health of the water resources, expand access and experiences for 
water sport enthusiasts, and increase education about the importance of maintaining sustainable 
practices. 

“With trail-based recreation, if the user 

experience is poor, the rest of [the 

amenities] don’t matter too much. But 

having great trail experiences won’t make 

an area a big success without a good 

overall visitor experience.” 
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From the picturesque “mountainside of Maryland” to West Virginia’s reputation as “almost heaven,” 
AFNHA is graced with some of the region’s most beautiful and diverse landscapes. It is not a 
coincidence that the terrain lends itself to a broad range of outdoor pursuits. In terms of public 
engagement and economic impact, one of the more notable sports in West Virginia is skiing. Not only 
do ski resorts contribute to a healthy winter revenue stream in their communities, but these resorts are 
also expanding to entice visitors to return in the warmer months to enjoy other outdoor recreational 
activities. This is most notable at Snowshoe where the resort has recently been awarded a Silver Level  

Award for its exceptional network of mountain biking trails. Snowshoe is serving as a model to other 
communities to expand their appeal to outdoor enthusiasts by offering more to do throughout the year. 
Other active recreation pursuits like caving, rock climbing, and rafting attract dedicated users. AFNHA 
can apply what it learns from working with larger, more popular outdoor recreation groups to help grow 
the smaller ones. 

Preserve, Conserve, and Enhance Historic Assets  
Historic Assets 
The region’s abundant natural assets are complemented by the historic and cultural assets that reflect 
human habitation over millennia. Archaeological remnants of native homelands, trade and settlement, 
historic homesteads, Civil War battlefields, 19th and early 20th century town centers, and the industrial, 
commercial, and residential structures that share the history of the logging boom feature prominently in 
the AFNHA Asset Inventory. In addition, the inventory lists museums and institutions that curate the 
region’s historical collections, along with the organizations that document and sustain Appalachian 
cultural traditions and promote contemporary arts and craft. 

The primary National Park Service presence in AFNHA is the western end of the Chesapeake & Ohio 
Canal National Historical Park. The park preserves the 184-mile canal built in the early 19th century to 
transport coal from the Allegheny Mountains to port cities on the East Coast. The Cumberland Visitor 
Center for the national park has been here with information and a canal museum. The canal towpath 
from Washington D.C. to Cumberland is an important recreational resource that connects to a regional 
network of hiking and biking trails, including the Great Allegheny Passage that begins here and 

Skiing and mountain biking are both popular activities at Snowshoe Mountain. (Credit: Snowshoe Mountain) 
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continues to Pittsburgh. The park partners with Canal Place, the anchor of the Passages of the Western 
Potomac Maryland Heritage Area, which includes the Western Maryland Railway Station, canal locks and 
landscape, and shops near the canal terminus. 

AFNHA has five National Historic Landmarks (NHLs) that reflect different aspects of the region’s past. In 
Garrett County, Maryland, Casselman Bridge, a NHL structure within Casselman River Bridge State Park, 
was built in 1813 along the National Road. Extractive industry and the incredible wealth it generated are 
evident in two West Virginia historic districts associated with the logging and mining eras – the Elkins 
Coal and Coke Company NHL District in Preston County features beehive ovens used to produce coke, 
and the Davis and Elkins NHL District in Randolph County includes the mansions of the industrialists who 
brought railroads and the logging boom to the area. The Greenbrier Resort, Greenbrier County, built 
around the hot springs of White Sulphur Springs, traces its roots to 1778 and was known as a retreat for 
national politicians and elites, and includes the Cold War Congressional bunker within its grounds. 
Finally, the Reber Radio Telescope, Pocahontas County, was the world’s first parabolic astronomy 
antenna, and highlights the significance of the Green Bank Observatory. At Greenbank, birthplace of the 
search for extraterrestrial intelligence (SETI), the world’s largest steerable radio telescope makes use of 
the high, isolated landscape as an important location to study the stars. 

Several key assets in the region are related to settlement, transportation, and westward expansion in the 
late 18th and early 19th century along the nation’s western frontier. This includes two Maryland State 
Heritage Areas – Passages of the Western Potomac (Canal Place) in Allegany County and Mountain 
Maryland Gateway to the West in Garrett County. Three National Scenic byways follow historic 
transportation corridors. The historic National Road, selected as an All-American Road, the highest 
designation of National Scenic Byway, starts west from Cumberland contributing to westward expansion 
as the nation’s first public works project. The Staunton-Parkersburg Turnpike National Scenic Byway, a 
historic route connecting the Shenandoah Valley to the Ohio River that was significant in the First 
Campaign of the Civil War, crosses the middle of AFNHA. The Midland Trail National Scenic Byway, 
following the historic James River to Kanawha Turnpike route west, crosses the southernmost counties.  

The Cumberland Visitor Center of the C&O Canal National Historical Park is located in the Western Maryland 
Railway Station at Canal Place. (Credit: mdmountainside.com)  
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Six state parks in West Virginia, in addition to Casselman Bridge State Park in Maryland, highlight 
Appalachian Forest history. Cass Scenic Railroad State Park is a lumber company town with historic 
residences, a company store, and trains pulled by original geared steam engines that date from the 
logging boom. The state park comprises two separate National Register listings – the Cass Historic 
District and the Cass Scenic Railroad that runs from Cass to Bald Knob. Fairfax Stone State Park marks 
the beginning of a state boundary as well as the headwaters of the North Branch of the Potomac River. 
Berkeley Springs State Park was an early tourism destination whose hot springs have drawn visitors for 
more than a century. Carnifex Ferry and Droop Mountain are both Civil War battlefields that include 
greenspace as well as seasonal museums. Watoga State Park is significant for its extensive facilities 
constructed by the Civilian Conservation Corps during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Many of the 
state parks mentioned under “Natural, Scenic, and Recreational Assets” also feature historic CCC 
facilities. The Monongahela National Forest includes extensive historic sites, most notably the Sites 

Homestead log cabin at Seneca Rocks that 
has a seasonal garden as part of its cultural 
landscape, many CCC built cabins and 
pavilions, and documentation of old 
farmsteads and Native American sites across 
the landscape that are now in the national 
forest.  

The AFNHA Asset Inventory includes 336 
listings in the National Register of Historic 
Places, representing over 4,858 contributing 
properties. While not all of the listings support 
the NHA’s national significance, most of them 
relate to the themes in some way. The 
inventory includes 66 listings in Maryland and 
270 in West Virginia. Most of the area’s 
museums are located on properties listed in 
the National Register of Historic Places. The 
Arthurdale Historic District in Preston County, 
a nationally significant asset, was the first New 
Deal resettlement community and was 
championed by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. 
It features the Arthurdale Heritage New Deal 
Museum and contains 160 of the original 
homestead homes associated with the site. 

The Beverly Heritage Center occupies four buildings within the Beverly Historic District in Randolph 
County including the original county courthouse and McClellan’s Civil War headquarters. Interpretation 
includes the nearby nationally significant Rich Mountain Battlefield, site of Confederate Camp Garnett 
and the July 1861 Union victory that brought General George McClellan to national notice. The Allegany 
Museum in Cumberland, Maryland, offers extensive themed exhibits on local history and culture, the 
National Road, and transportation history. The North House Museum in Greenbrier County, and Adaland 
Mansion in Barbour County are historic house museums that also include regional history. The Pearl S. 
Buck Birthplace honors the internationally known author in the Pocahontas County home where her 
family had settled to farm. The Evergreen Heritage Center in Allegany County utilizes a historic 
farmstead site to offer extensive historic and environmental programming, while the Governor H. Guy 
Kump House in Randolph County is home to the Kump Education Center, which focuses on educational 

The Center Hall and central buildings of the New Deal 
community serve today as headquarters for Arthurdale 
Heritage museum. (Credit: Arthurdale Heritage Inc.)  
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support, historic preservation and environmental sustainability. Many other county and community 
museums and historical societies are located within properties listed in the National Register.  

Appalachian Forest Discovery Center, AFNHA’s primary interpretive and visitor center, is located in the 
Darden Mill in Elkins in Randolph County. Connected to the railroad history of the region, this historic 
building also houses the West Virginia Railroad Museum.  

Historic preservation is a key activity in NHAs as the cultural landscape, including the built environment, 
is the framework that helps tell landscape-level stories. National Register Historic Districts in many of the 
region’s towns showcase the historic built environment as downtown cultural landscapes that define 
each community. Distinctive forested and agricultural cultural landscapes help to define the stories 
across the varied sections of AFNHA. Furthermore, sense of place is an economic driver. As such, the 
preservation of cultural landscapes, archaeological sites, historic buildings, and artifact and archival 
collections is connected to both interpretation and community revitalization.  

Strategy: Recognize and conserve cultural landscapes  
The National Park Service recognizes four types of cultural landscapes, including designed landscapes, 
historic sites, vernacular landscapes, and ethnographic landscapes. All four types fall under the definition 
of “a geographic area, including both cultural and natural resources and the wildlife or domestic animals 
therein, associated with a historic event, activity, or person, or exhibiting other cultural or aesthetic 
values.”2 AFNHA contains cultural landscapes associated with Native American settlement, westward 
expansion, Civil War battles, the logging boom, the evolution of forestry, and agriculture. AFNHA will 
work to build awareness of significant landscapes and the stories associated with them, and will 
encourage nominations for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. AFNHA also will assist with 
the preservation of cultural landscapes, including archaeological sites and cemeteries. AFHA Inc. will 
support these efforts through education, outreach, grants, and technical assistance, as well as by helping 
connect landowners to the Preservation Alliance of West Virginia and the State Historic Preservation 
Offices in both states.  

Strategy: Preserve and manage collections and archives 
For museums and other organizations that collect artifacts, museum objects, and documents associated 
with AFNHA history, the NHA will help implement best practices for collections management and 
policies. AFNHA partners will share best practices and expertise, and support partner institutions with 
assistance, and sharing of research and information. AFHA Inc. will share industry best practices and 
provide direct support through training, technical assistance, AmeriCorps staffing, and grants to help 
implement best practices. In these ways, AFNHA will help build skills and capacity for organizations, 
including curation and digitization of archives and collections.  

Another important activity is the collection, documentation, and research of local history, including 
photos and information not previously available to the public. Community collections held by private 
individuals and families are largely an untapped resource for better holistic understanding of local history 
and the commonplace practices of the residents. Museums, archives, educational institutions, heritage 
organizations, and historical societies will undertake most new research in the region. AFHA Inc. will take 
a direct role in researching, documenting, and sharing information related to AFNHA themes that may 
not be easily accessible, and will encourage partners to also share their information and expertise. AFHA 
Inc. will support these efforts through direct funding, capacity building, facilitation of partnerships, and 
technical assistance and training. 

                                                        
2 Understand Cultural Landscapes - Cultural Landscapes (U.S. National Park Service) (nps.gov), accessed January 10, 
2022. 
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Strategy: Preserve historic buildings and properties 
Preservation of the buildings whose existence reflects bygone eras is important for sharing stories of the 
past, as well as catalyzing community vitality in the present. The story is truly greater than the sum of its 
parts in AFNHA. Helping the region to express that full arc of history by weaving together smaller 
stories, interpretive experiences, and a strong sense of place that builds local pride and attracts visitors 
is a worthy investment in the future.  

With over 300 listings in the National Register of 
Historic Places, there is no shortage of opportunity to 
work with preservation organizations, local and state 
governments, and individuals on the documentation, 
preservation, restoration, rehabilitation, and adaptive 
reuse of historic buildings and structures. There are 
many organizations working to preserve the region’s 
historic assets, and AFNHA provides a logical forum 
through which to build a regional preservation 
coalition, as well as to develop cooperative practices 
and strategies.  

Documenting the existence and condition of historic properties and conducting preservation planning 
are important activities in the initial stages of preservation. These activities allow for the prioritization of 
resource allocation to undertake bricks and mortar projects. In many communities, the foundation for 

preservation exists in the required 
comprehensive community plans in 
both states, which often highlight 
preservation needs. AFHA Inc. can 
play an important role in the early 
stages of preservation by serving as an 
information resource, connecting 
individuals and communities to 
preservation organizations, and 
providing grant funding for 
documentation and planning. In 
addition, Preservation Alliance of West 
Virginia (PAWV), Preservation 
Maryland, the State Historic 
Preservation Offices in both Maryland 

and West Virginia, and the 16 designated Certified Local Governments (CLG) are leaders in these early-
stage projects. For preservation projects that contribute to downtown revitalization, the Main Street and 
ON TRAC programs, as well as the West Virginia Community Development HUB and Woodlands 
Development Group, are also major players. More information on these partners is available in Chapter 
5. AFNHA’s preservation priority will be to preserve historic buildings and structures related to the 
region’s forest heritage, as outlined in the  

NHA’s themes. One activity that will lead to preservation is documentation and the development of 
National Register listings, which will in turn lead to eligibility for tax credits and grants. The West Virginia 
Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer called out this action as “particularly important,” noting its 
alignment with the West Virginia State Historic Preservation Office’s goals. An opportunity apparent from 
the asset inventory is to review National Register listings for national significance, such as Arthurdale and 

“We can use historic properties as a 

public interface to tell the bigger story 

of our region, promote wilderness and 

rec areas, and educate about 

conservation.” 

 
 

AFHA AmeriCorps members help restore historic CCC cabin at 
Stuart Recreation Area, MNF. 
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Rich Mountain Battlefield, and encourage future National Historic Landmarks designations for more 
nationally significant sites.  

Another activity is assistance in seeking funding for capital projects through private and public sources. 
Raising awareness about available funding, distributing information about grants and tax credits, and 
providing support and technical assistance to preservation projects about these tools can be very 
helpful, especially for those tackling their first historic preservation project. Bringing partners together as 
capture teams for combined projects can help to leverage larger funding opportunities.  

 
Strategy: Support historic preservation policies 
Working in partnership with regional coalitions, AFNHA can support policies and planning for historic 
preservation, and help raise awareness of historic preservation benefits, policies, and tools. Certified 
Local Governments (CLGs) are historic preservation bodies designated on a city or county level. They are 
eligible for historic preservation grant funding to facilitate historic survey, planning, education, and 
National Register designation projects. At a local level, historic district design review or similar zoning 
programs may be used to enforce preservation best practices for designated resources. This level of 
protection is only in place in a few AFNHA cities, such as Cumberland and Lewisburg. For most 
communities, historic preservation relies more on education and raising awareness. AFNHA can support 
these educational efforts and can work with local leaders and CLGs to encourage historic preservation 
best practices, while leaving decisions about design review and zoning to local choice. The West Virginia 
State Historic Preservation Office considers connecting community leaders and Certified Local 
Governments to preservation tools and resources as an important role. 

AFNHA will work closely with local partners on historic preservation, to raise awareness and provide 
education, and to connect projects with resources. The NHA will partner with statewide preservation 
organizations – Preservation Alliance of West Virginia and Preservation Maryland – and State Historic 
Preservation Offices and related agencies in West Virginia and Maryland. AFNHA can help to educate 
about historic preservation best practices, and tools such as tax credits, on a state and national level.  

 
Strategy: Develop and support preservation trades 
For many years, the AFNHA AmeriCorps program operated a Hands-On Team that provided 
preservation construction activities in the region. From window restoration to plaster repair, the Hands-
On Team has accomplished projects at the Darden Mill, Arthurdale, and other historic sites across the 
region. While this team is not currently active, direct preservation work could still be a priority, whether 
through the AmeriCorps program, or working with partners such as PAWV or the national HistoriCorps 
program.  

Another activity that AFNHA will move into in upcoming years is developing historic preservation trades 
training using existing properties. The West Virginia State Historic Preservation Office believes this will 
bolster preservation activities across the state and facilitate adaptive reuse of properties that enhance 
the sense of place in communities. With a large number of properties in need of preservation and the 
partnership potential of preservation organizations and the forest products industry, the opportunity 
exists to create workshops and courses to teach people from inside and outside the area the skills and 
techniques needed to work on historic buildings. While this need is especially crucial to build 
preservation trades professionals, it can also be helpful in training homeowners, business owners, public 
owners, and volunteers in proper techniques for preserving historic buildings. Finally, the region remains 
an important source of raw materials and secondary products used in building trades. Educating about 
and engaging private enterprise suppliers and vendors in historic preservation activities can help expand 
preservation of the region’s assets and provide economic benefit for the forest products industry.  
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Conserve, Document, and Share Cultural Traditions  
Appalachian cultural traditions in music, folklore, and craft are recognized across the nation and around 
the world. Throughout the region, there is a strong cultural arts presence that includes traditional arts, 
music, theater, and the visual arts. 

Cultural Assets 
AFNHA’s cultural traditions are strongly supported by many community arts organizations dedicated to 
traditional arts, craft, traditions, and the contemporary expressions that have arisen from them. Dynamic 
leadership in this area comes from the Augusta Heritage Center, based in Elkins, which has supported 
Appalachian and other regional traditions of music, dance, craft, and folkways for over 45 years, through 
documentation and sharing of these traditions. Their long history of summer classes and festivals has 
evolved under new leadership (and facing pandemic challenges) to include new online programming to 
continue nurturing cultural traditions. The Mountain Arts District in Randolph and surrounding counties 
works to build networks and promote artists. Next door in Tucker County, there is a state-designated 
Cultural District Authority whose mission is very similar to a heritage area approach – “protect cultural 
and historical resources, connect recreational, artistic, educational, and historical opportunities 
throughout the county, enhance cultural resources, and promote the unique elements that set Tucker 
County apart as a special destination.”  

Traditional craft born of necessity arose from the needs of isolated homesteaders who made what they 
needed from the forest and what they could grow. Many of these cultural practices have become 
traditional artistic expressions, such as white oak baskets. Weaving and fiber arts are widely practiced, 
calling on traditional practices as well as New Deal revival of weaving at Arthurdale and Tygart Valley 
Homesteads. Today, working artisans, co-op marketplaces, gift shops featuring local items, festivals with 
arts sales, and galleries showcase traditional and contemporary art throughout AFNHA. 

Traditional Appalachian music has strong 
roots and is still handed down across 
generations. Related musical traditions such 
as gospel, bluegrass, blues, country, and the 
genres that have grown from them, are also 
active. A collaborative Mountain Music Trail is 
one effort that connects musicians and 
venues that showcase live music. Dance 
traditions with local roots in distinctive circle 
and square dances unique to mountain 
communities have grown and evolved. There 
is a long history of community dances called 
to live music, where beginners find 
themselves welcome along with the 
experienced dancers. Prior to the pandemic, 
a Mountain Dance Trail linked local dances, 
including a number of AFNHA communities.  

Folkways, foodways, and traditional uses of 
the forest are practiced, shared, and celebrated throughout the region. Traditional storytelling continues 
to thrive and has given rise to creative expression through a variety of contemporary media. Non-timber 
forest products and medicinals are cultivated and interpreted at the Yew Mountain Center (Pocahontas 
County) and practices are shared through the Woodland Stewards Program (WVU Extension).  

Artisan weaves white oak basket using traditional methods.  
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Many of the area traditions, products and folkways are celebrated by community festivals, from the 
Mountain State Forest Festival (Elkins) and Woodchopping Festival (Webster Springs) to the Maple Syrup 
Festival (Pickens), and a number of ramp dinners and festivals. Restaurants and shops throughout the 
area offer foods and products inspired by local traditions.  

Communities throughout AFNHA reflect the rural culture of the area, often with commonalities of core 
historic districts and connection to regional culture but reflecting individual character. The largest city, 
Cumberland, Maryland, has a vibrant historic downtown, reflecting both arts and services, as does its 
neighbor Frostburg, anchored by a regional 
university. Along the National Road, the Spruce 
Forest Artisan Village near Grantsville, Maryland, 
has permanent and guest artisans practicing 
traditional craft in the cluster of galleries that 
bring vibrancy to the historic setting. Artisans also 
offer workshops in a variety of craft, including 
blacksmithing, pottery, woodworking, and 
quilting. The colony is supported in part by state 
and county grants. In April 2020, it suffered a 
devastating storm that damaged many of the 
historic buildings and felled the spruce for which 
it is named, but the site is rebuilding. Oakland, 
Maryland, one of the first communities to be 
active with AFHA, reflects its railroad heritage 
and hosts the Autumn Glory Festival. All four of 
these communities are designated as Maryland 
Arts and Entertainment Districts.  

At the southern end of AFNHA, Lewisburg 
(Greenbrier County), with Carnegie Hall and the 
Greenbrier Valley Theater, has long been known 
as a community that values and promotes the 
arts. Its downtown streets have a number of galleries featuring or owned by local artists. Elkins (Randolph 
County), the central hub of AFNHA, anchored in part by the Augusta Heritage Center, features an active 
arts community with abundant live music. Among the many cultural facilities are the Old Brick Playhouse 

that offers dynamic live theater for youth, galleries 
such as Artists at Work co-operative, and the Arts 
Center that serves as a concert, gallery, and 
educational arts facility housed in a historic church. 
Also in Randolph County, the Swiss enclave of 
Helvetia has retained living traditions, especially 
dance, music, food, and holidays. In Hardy County, 
plans by Eastern West Virginia Community and 
Technical College for developing the Mountain 
Skyway Center include arts – especially Appalachian 

arts, music, and food – as one of its five economic development sectors. The dramatic resurgence of the 
community of Thomas in Tucker County as an arts enclave, with multiple galleries in historic downtown 
buildings, shows the potential the region’s cultural assets hold.  

 
 

Washington Street in downtown Lewisburg has multiple 
galleries and restaurants. 

“Music, folklore, any type of human 

knowledge passed on generationally is a 

high priority to preserve and continue. It 

represents a culture, speaks to the    

culture’s values.” 
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All of these organizations and communities share a belief in community vibrancy driven by traditional 
arts. One stakeholder noted that arts education is a big part of self-actualization, and that happiness is 
dependent in part on the opportunity to express oneself creatively. Arts can be an important tool in 
fighting the opioid crisis in the region as well. “The opposite of addiction isn’t sobriety. The opposite of 
addiction is connection. Arts is a perfect example of that, a part of something that is greater than you 
that will enable you to work through and past it. Traditional arts are an integral piece of healing what is 
happening. How do I find happiness living in Appalachia? Traditional arts has a large hand in that.”  

Strategy: Document and conserve cultural traditions such as folkways, foodways,                              
uses of forest products, music, dance, and stories 
From providing quality arts education opportunities for students of all ages, to “nuts and bolts event 
planning” with the region’s many cultural festivals, to AmeriCorps involvement and other partnerships 
with the communities and organizations above, there are many opportunities for AFNHA to support and 
engage with the arts community. Many proposed activities focus on the collection, research, 
documentation, and sharing of assets and living traditions related to Appalachian culture. These include 
gathering oral histories that reflect on the region’s past, as well as exploring and encouraging 
contemporary expressions of music, dance, folkways, and craft that have deep roots in the central 
Appalachian highlands. Cultural and community organizations, and individual artisans and practitioners 
will lead in these activities, while AFHA Inc. supports by convening groups with similar goals, 
consolidating information, and connecting organizations to funding sources. 

One new area of focus for AFNHA is sharing the history and culture of Tribal Nations with historic ties to 
the region. As with later settlers, Native Americans used the abundant forest resources in their daily 
lives, so a lot of Appalachian culture has roots in Native American traditions. This is discussed further in 
the Interpretive Plan (Chapter 3).  

Another opportunity that emerged from planning was coordinating the use of specialized equipment. 
Some traditional arts require specialized equipment that can be expensive for individuals to purchase or 
maintain. Facilitating communal access to such equipment, including honey spinners and cider presses, 
can make it easier for practitioners to carry out Appalachian traditions and expand their capacity to share 
traditional production techniques and products with residents and visitors.  

Finally, many arts and heritage organizations lack organizational and funding capacity. By providing 
training to build organizational capacity and ensuring that cultural activities are eligible for AFNHA grant 
funding, AFHA Inc. can support the documentation and intergenerational transmission of the region’s 
distinctive cultural traditions.  

Strategy: Grow market value and connections 
Another important way in which to ensure the survival of Appalachian traditional arts is to grow market 
value and to increase opportunities for small businesses to engage with and incorporate traditional arts. 
This can be accomplished with entrepreneurial training, as well as through the development of visitor 
experiences based on arts and culture. AFNHA will assist in these efforts by supporting “buy local” and 
traditionally produced art, including small businesses in tourism-development training, and providing 
direct and indirect support to develop experiences based on arts and culture. Additional information on 
the development of cultural experiences is found in chapters 3 and 4, which include interpretive 
planning and heritage tourism activities, and the Highlands Creative Economy program outlined in 
Chapter 5 includes artisan businesses. 
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Expand Outreach and Raise Awareness to Promote                                  
Best Practices and Stewardship 
Strategy: Provide outreach and public education to promote conservation, historic preservation, and 
cultural traditions, including raising awareness, best practices and stewardship 
Successful stewardship of the region’s forest heritage assets through the activities outlined in this 
chapter will be based in part on expanded outreach and education regarding benefits and best 
practices. This can include educating public and private property owners on the benefits of historic 
preservation and natural resource conservation; sharing best practices employed in and beyond the 
region; and sharing news of the ecological and economic success of conservation and preservation 
projects. Furthermore, educating land and trail users, and offering ways to give back, will help 
encourage stewardship of natural resources.  

AFNHA can support such experiential outreach 
through a trail ambassador program to engage trail 
users in popular recreation areas, and help manage 
volunteer opportunities for trail maintenance or 
invasive species mitigation. Raising awareness about 
scientific forest management can help users 
understand benefits in terms of recreational activities 
and forest products they enjoy, while maintaining 
forest health.  

One of the original motivations of the initial AFHA stakeholders was to help to share the value of the 
region’s forests and timber products with visitors from outside the region. In addition, raising awareness 
of the importance of the region’s water and natural resource health to high-population areas 
downstream from AFNHA can motivate visitors and residents to engage in conservation activities. 
Understanding the significance of historic places will help raise awareness of the need to save and 
preserve these special assets. Similarly, outreach on the best practices and benefits of natural resources 
conservation, historic preservation, and cultural conservation is important in understanding appropriate 
policies at all levels. AFHA Inc. will support expanded outreach through grant and funding opportunities, 
the work of AmeriCorps members, and the development of interpretive and educational products and 
programs.  

 

 
 
 

 

“We want people to understand that the 

cherry wood table they treasure comes from 

trees harvested from our Appalachian 

forest.” 
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CHAPTER 3 
Share the Stories – Interpretive Plan 

This chapter provides the interpretive plan for Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area (AFNHA). 

Interpretive Planning Process and Approach 
The interpretive planning process is built on the research and foundation established in our feasibility 
study. The current process was led by the consultants, staff, and interpretation task group and included 
participation, consultation, and review by scholars in multiple fields related to our themes. Steps of this 
process included multiple meetings of the Interpretation Task Group, feedback from several public 
meetings, individual review and comment from subject matter scholars, and multiple reviews and 
comments by an interpretation specialist in the NPS Regional Office. During this process, the original 
themes from the feasibility study were revised and rewritten to be more dynamic and in line with NPS 
expectations – these new themes were presented by the Interpretation Task Group and approved by the 
AFHA Inc. board. The thematic narrative lays the foundation for the detailed interpretive matrix included 
in Appendix D. The narrative, themes, and interpretive matrix make up the thematic framework for 
interpretation. These four themes draw connections across landscapes, across communities, and across 
time, articulating a unique forest heritage narrative. 

Objectives and strategies for implementing interpretation based on this thematic framework were 
developed from experience with AFNHA partners and their input in planning meetings. Through 
engagement in task groups, public meetings, and the Community Exchange, residents and partner 
organizations used the themes as a foundation to identify creative ways to share the region’s significant 
history, natural environment, and cultural traditions through interpretation and education. Stakeholders 
provided input, such as helping to identify audiences and define interpretive principles, that led to the 
development of objectives and strategies for implementing the interpretive plan that supports Goal 2 
Sharing the Appalachian Forest Stories. The interpretive plan includes discussion of engaging with 
diverse audiences through a variety of methods; and strategies that will be used to support best 
practices and quality interpretation, the interpretation programs, products, and experiences provided by 
partners will be supported and integrated into the AFNHA themes while action steps for direct 
interpretative experiences will be provided by AFHA Inc. The plan also discusses formal educational 
strategies for youth and adult audiences, as well as evaluation of interpretation activities.  

Appalachian Forest Thematic Framework 
The thematic framework consists of the interpretive matrix in Appendix C and the thematic narrative 
below.  

Thematic Narrative 
AFNHA encompasses 18 counties in the highlands of West Virginia and western Maryland, representing 
the significant highland forests of the central Appalachians, where this forest has been, and remains, the 
defining element of the environment and the economy. Both historically and today, the interrelation of 
the forest and people who live here have shaped the ecology, history, culture, economy, and 
communities of the central Appalachian region.  

AFNHA is at the core of the central hardwood forest of the United States, one of the largest temperate 
deciduous forests in the world. Hallmarks of the region are the distinctive mountain topography and 
biological diversity of flora and fauna. Streams and rivers that form several of the east’s primary 
watersheds originate in these forested highlands. 
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The forested terrain in these ancient mountains has structured human history here. Indigenous people 
lived in, hunted, and relied on the forest for centuries. Much of European westward migration pushed 
through or around the mountains, developing transportation routes often based on native trails. The 
people who stayed and settled built small homesteads and close-knit rural communities.  

Life in these mountains forged an Appalachian culture born of isolation and self-sufficiency. Over time, 
immigration of diverse groups, and changes in transportation and methods of communication, brought 
increased connection with the world. These influences created unique folkways, language, crafts, dance, 
and music that evolved into the central Appalachian traditions that enrich American life and culture 
today. 

At the cusp of the 20th century, the mostly self-sufficient agrarian communities evolved as railroads 
opened the area to harvesting of the vast forests. This logging boom helped build great cities and fuel 
the industrial revolution in the U.S. Within a few decades virtually all of the original forest had been cut. 
This logging boom transformed much of the economy from agrarian to industrial wage labor, and 
dramatically changed the ecosystem with environmental consequences felt far beyond the mountain 
borders.  

The impact of the wholesale cutting of the Appalachian Forest led to the creation of the eastern national 
forests to protect watersheds and conserve lands for multiple public uses. Anchored by the 
Monongahela National Forest, the region’s public lands are managed for ecological conservation, public 
recreation, and forest production. The evolution of scientific forestry thrived here, supporting forest 
regrowth, through which major strides in forest health, productivity, management, and wood utilization 
have contributed to a vibrant natural resource-based economy and culture. AFNHA forests today 
provide a wide range of forest products, as well as habitats that support a variety of plants and animals. 
The forests also provide scenic beauty and recreation for AFNHA residents and visitors from across the 
country and around the world.  

Theme 1. Forest Abundance 

Ancient mountains of the Appalachian Forest feature abundant mixed hardwood and red spruce 
forests, where mountain microclimates and northern and southern species converge to create 
some of the most biodiverse forest ecosystems in North America. 

The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area encompasses a key section of the central Appalachian 
highlands. The forests in this region form the core of one of the largest temperate hardwood forests in 
the world. The long broad ridges, steep slopes, deep gorges and mountain valleys, geologic stability of 
ancient mountains over long evolutionary history, and confluence of northern and southern species, has 
resulted in significant biodiversity of plant and animal species. The area features a broad range of micro-
habitats preserving numerous species and wildlife populations that at one time existed in abundance, 
but now only survive in particular places in the region. This rich biodiversity includes an abundance of 
hardwood tree species, plus red spruce and other conifers, with each forest type growing in specific 
climate conditions. These forests support a host of natural resources including plants, mammals, reptiles, 
birds, amphibians, invertebrates, salamanders, freshwater mussels, crayfish, and fish. The region plays a 
critical role in safeguarding and buffering the headwaters of key watersheds that serve heavily populated 
regions of the eastern United States.  

The forested mountains of the central Appalachians provide a distinctive ecoregion that is in many ways 
unique. The Appalachian mountain range has remained geologically stable for more than 245 million 
years, as time and erosion have worn the once jagged peaks down to a series of ridges and valleys. 
When glaciers covered much of North America, this region that is now central Appalachia was just 
beyond their reach – becoming the refuge and seedbed for many species that later spread back north. 
The climatic diversity in the region creates the complex setting which supports its biological diversity. 
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As prevailing weather patterns approach from the west, clouds are lifted up and over the Allegheny 
Front of the Appalachian Mountains. As a result, the west side of the area receives around 60 inches of 
precipitation annually, while the east side, in the rain shadow of the mountains, may get less than half 
that amount. Variations in altitude, direction of slope, and soils are also significant, where the climate 
conditions of a protected mountain valley may be very different from those of an adjacent ridgetop. 

The highland mountain areas, reaching to 4,863 feet at Spruce Knob, feature cold soil temperatures with 
stands of red spruce and northern hardwoods 
normally associated with more northerly 
regions. The highest plateaus and peaks 
originally featured red spruce forests that 
grew so thick the sun seemed to not reach 
through, with dense understories of 
rhododendrons along the streams that made 
some areas nearly impassable. Northern 
hardwoods including sugar maple, red maple, 
yellow birch, beech, black cherry, and 
basswood are predominant today, with 
hemlock intermingled within the hardwoods 
especially on northern exposures, along 
streams, and in protected coves mostly along 
waterways,. An active collaborative effort – 
the Central Appalachian Red Spruce Initiative 
(CASRI) – is working to restore the red spruce 
ecosystem in the higher elevations, to return this forest type to more of its original range. These alpine 
ecosystems support prime examples of northern species that are found here near the southern limit of 
their range. 

Moving west into the Appalachian Plateau region, the mixed mesophytic (moderate moisture) forest is 
found, including central hardwoods and cove hardwood types. The central hardwoods are dominated by 
oak and hickory, while cove hardwoods on the better soils and cooler exposures overlap with northern 
forest types, but also include yellow poplar, sweet buckeye, white ash, hickory, walnut, red oak, and 
white oak.  

In the Appalachian ridge and valley province on the eastern side, the prevalent forest was originally 
chestnut and oak, along with sugar maples, beech, and yellow birch on the moist northern slopes and 
richer bottom land, and chestnut oak and hard pines on the thin soils of the dryer southern and 
southwest exposures. Today, the chestnut blight has virtually eliminated the native American chestnuts, 
but otherwise the species composition remains similar with white pine and central hardwoods. On some 
eastern slopes are dry-site stands of oak and white pine, with prickly pear cactus along with other rare 
species like shale barren rock cress. Huge oaks, walnuts, yellow poplars, sycamores and other hardwoods 
grow in the fertile bottomlands. Some prevailing southern species are found here near the northern limit 
of their range.  

These variations in altitude, aspect, soils, and precipitation create conditions for a multitude of diverse 
ecosystems. More than 100 tree species can be found across the area, many of them valuable for 
commercial wood products as well as wildlife habitat. Especially valuable are black cherry, sugar maple, 
and red oak. The extensive old-growth forests with dramatic tree sizes are long past, and only a few 
isolated patches of undisturbed virgin forest that were not harvested during the logging boom are still 
found at preserves like Swallow Falls State Park, Cathedral State Park, and Gaudineer Scenic Area. Some 
of the regrowing forests found today are relatively large areas containing 70-100 year-old stands that 

View of restored red spruce forest, with hardwoods in fall 
color on the farther hillside (Credit: USDA Forest Service, 
Kelly Bridges) 
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provide habitat for interior-dwelling species. Forest ecosystems often support a variety of canopy tree 
species at a single site, with thriving understories of ferns, fungi, shrubs, and animal communities. The 
larger habitats – some in protected wilderness areas and set aside public lands and others in public and 
privately owned and managed forests – have the capacity to conserve these unique populations. Areas 
of early successional forest, evolved from 
old fields, burned areas, or harvested 
forests as they regrow, offer valuable 
habitat diversity for many wildlife species. 
This includes a range of pollinators that are 
crucial in supporting the forest’s 
biodiversity. A number of species are 
unique to the area and over 240 are rare, 
threatened, or endangered. 

In addition to the forests, the highlands 
encompass areas of wetland known as bogs 
or glades. These wetlands contain open 
areas with sluggish streams, featuring a 
variety of mosses and plant communities 
not usually found in other habitats. They 
often contain northern species that are rare at this latitude. Some other non-forested natural areas 
remain in low shrubland, a result of the damage from fires and erosion that have dramatically hindered 
regrowth of the forest. Bogs can be experienced at sites like the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge 
and Cranberry Glades Botanical Area.  

Natural features throughout the forested mountains include limestone caves, dramatic rock 
outcroppings, whitewater rivers, and powerful waterfalls. The region’s diverse natural features are 
stunning. All but one of West Virginia’s 16 National Natural Landmarks are found in AFNHA’s 
boundaries; most are within the Monongahela National Forest. 

The biodiversity and abundance of forest resources can be threatened, or protected, depending on 
people’s actions. Threats such as climate change, pollution, invasive species, developmental pressures, 
and overuse impact ecosystems and reduce biodiversity. While scientist’s response to address these 
issues is discussed primarily in the Resilient Forest theme, individual understanding, appreciation, and 
valuing of the forest abundance is also essential to long-term forest health.  

Hiking through public lands, whether in the 
Monongahela National Forest or many state parks and 
forests, gives the opportunity to explore and appreciate 
the wide diversity of the Appalachian Forest. Activities 
such as bird-watching, photography, and enjoyment of 
solitude focus on intrinsic natural values of the forest. 
Some sites offer interpretation or tree identification, 
such as the Brooks Arboretum at Watoga State Park. 
The flora and fauna of the forest can be explored on the 

vast public forestlands, and are highlighted at multiple interpretive centers throughout the region such 
as Cranberry Mountain Nature Center and the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center. 

The West Virginia Northern Flying Squirrel, which lives in
red spruce ecosystems, is listed as an endangered species. 

“The region’s scenic waterways and 
mountain landscapes provide a haven for 

unique and varied flora and fauna that 

offer people limitless opportunities for 

observation, study, and enjoyment.” 
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Theme 2: Crucible of Isolation 

People from many cultures came together in the Appalachian Forest, where geographic isolation 
and the rough mountain terrain fostered a distinctive Appalachian culture of self-reliance and 
connection to the land expressed through folkways and living traditions that enrich America 
today.  

The mostly forested central Appalachian mountains impacted the history of how people moved into, 
lived in, and created community in the area. Challenges of remoteness and difficulties of transportation 
shaped life here. How people adapted and interacted in these mountains affected their values and 
livelihoods, creating a unique mountain culture.  

Native Americans have been living in and utilizing the forest in this region for at least 14,000 years. The 
abundant forest provided sustenance, and caves and rock outcroppings were used for shelter. 
Archaeological evidence and oral histories show that bands of Indigenous North Americans hunted,  
practiced agriculture and lived in semi-permanent villages. Pre-Contact groups utilized fire 
management to efficiently use the land, leaving old fields among the forest landscape. Indigenous 
Nations including the Seneca, Delaware, and Shawnee lived, hunted, and traded in these mountains 
and valleys. The earliest European explorers and settlers brought trade and disease that decimated 
Native American populations. Conflict with Europeans, as well as, the discord they brought with them 
caused Nations to war among themselves. With the establishment of permanent European settlements 
in the mid-18th century, followed by the American Revolution, warfare had reduced the Indigenous 
presence in the region to almost nothing. While there are no federally recognized tribal lands in the 
area today, many nations trace their ancestry to these mountains and will share their stories of the land 
and their people. 

Jacob Sites homestead at Seneca Rocks interprets an early settlement cabin and garden. 
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The Allegheny Mountains formed a natural barrier that impacted transportation and settlement patterns 
of westward migration. While much western movement went through or around the mountains, some 
enterprising settlers followed game and Native American trails to form farming communities in the 
mountain valleys. The broader valleys, especially those east of the Allegheny Front, were settled earlier. 
Game and Native American trails were later transformed into wagon roads, and then into the few cross-
country turnpikes that became the major access through the region. The landscape was predominantly 
forested until settlers cut the bottomland forests to create farms. Early settlement sites such as Fort 
Ashby, Fort Edwards, and the Jacob Sites homestead at Seneca Rocks, tell these stories. 

Initially, the primary settlers were American colonists of English, Scots-Irish, and German origins. Some 
brought enslaved Africans with them, but most farms were too small to utilize plantation-style 
enslavement. Marginalized groups like free Blacks, and religious groups of Amish, Mennonites, and 
Brethren (Dunkers) found homes in the mountain isolation. Some people with mountain farming 
traditions, such as the Swiss who settled the community of Helvetia, were drawn to this region.  

These farmers adapted to and depended on the forest, clearing small fields and raising livestock on 
open range through meadows and forest. As the Native Americans had before them, they used forest 
products and materials to furnish shelter, food, fuels, clothing, and tools to sustain their everyday needs. 
The bounty of products harvested from the forest allowed mountain people a level of independence and 
economic self-sufficiency, although they were isolated geographically from central markets. The region’s 
terrain led to an agricultural economy based on diverse small family farms utilizing high-pasture grazing 
and forest-based products.  

This does not mean the backcountry farmers of the late 18th and early 19th century were primitive or 
uninvolved with commerce. They regularly moved their goods to market and advocated for improved 
transportation, a demand that created conflict with the political establishment to the east. Stories of 
transportation challenges and growth are told along the railroad routes, many now used by excursion 
trains or hiked as rail trails, as well as interpreted by Western Passages of the Potomac and Mountain 
Maryland Gateway to the West Maryland Heritage Areas. Transportation routes such as the National 
Road (an All-American Road that also features Casselman Bridge, a National Historic Landmark), the 
C&O Canal National Historical Park, and turnpikes westward across the mountains (including Staunton-
Parkersburg Turnpike and Midland Trail National Scenic Byway) can be experienced today. Improved 
technology came with more settlers, as the ax and adz were supplemented by whip saws, and water 
sawmills to make lumber.  

By the time of the Civil War, farming communities in western Virginia throughout the mountains were 
caught in the conflict of a border region. They depended on key transportation routes to get their goods 
to eastern markets across the difficult terrain. The single railroad across the mountains – the B&O – 
became a target for the Union and the Confederacy, and historic sectional and economic differences 
between Virginia’s prosperous eastern counties and its mountainous frontier set the stage for divided 
loyalties. The difficult mountain and forest terrain strongly impacted the Civil War in this region; it 
affected public sentiments, the campaigns, and the type of actions fought, and resulted in a new state. 
In the 1861 first campaign of the Civil War, General George McClellan secured the critically important 
B&O Railroad and western Virginia for the Union, making possible the formation of the state of West 
Virginia. The Civil War story can be explored across the region, including at Philippi, the first land battle 
of the war, Rich Mountain Battlefield, and state parks at Carnifex Ferry and Droop Mountain Battlefield.  

While the lumber boom and industrialization following the Civil War brought pervasive change from 
farming to a wage-based economy, many elements of the forest-based self-sufficient culture were 
maintained. Reflecting original homesteading, the first New Deal resettlement community was 
established at Arthurdale, to enable displaced workers during the Great Depression to be more self-
sustaining.  
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The relative isolation of the area has become an asset, as well as a challenge, in the increasingly 
populated eastern U.S. Struggles for improved roads are now echoed in the difficulties of internet 
broadband access. The rural landscape offers a recreation haven that supports quality of life and attracts 
visitors. It also brings people closer to the night sky at places such as Watoga State Park which has been 
recently designated as a Dark Sky Park. Green Bank Observatory, where astronomical research using the 
world’s largest steerable radio telescope is feasible because of the surrounding radio quiet zone, is also 
home to the first parabolic radio telescope, the Reber Radio Telescope, a National Historic Landmark.  

Forged by the relative isolation of the mountain terrain, regional versions of the rich Appalachian culture 
developed and survived. This region has a local population that both historically, and today, cares about, 
and is strongly connected to, the forest and Appalachian homeland. 

Folklore, superstitions, oral history, and other stories, passed from generation to generation, reflect 
people’s own description of themselves and present a window into their culture. Stories show artistic 
creativity, providing entertainment and shared memory throughout the area. Appalachian English, 
influenced by the Scots-Irish dialect, is one of the last spoken examples of 17th-century English in the 
world.  

Originally from necessity, people used the abundant natural resources of the forest to create practical 
objects, which now provide inspiration for today's heritage artisans. Wood crafting had its roots in the 
self-sufficient lifestyle of early settlers, providing a method of creating economic independence. 
Utilitarian objects became artistic works of beauty in such items as white oak baskets, farm sleds, and 
twilled hickory bark chair seats. From individual artists creating for their own joy, to burgeoning cottage 
industries, the craft tradition is alive and growing throughout the area. Sites like Spruce Forest Artisans 
Village and multiple craft and art galleries share these traditions today. 

European immigrants and African-Americans came to this region to help build railroads and 
communities, as skilled craftsmen, stonemasons and other artisans, tradesmen, farmers, miners, and 
timber workers. Towns like Davis and Thomas attracted immigrants from many countries to work in 
logging and mining, including Italians and Irish who helped build turnpikes and railroads. Craft, music, 
dance, folkways, and stories were enriched by influences of diverse ethnic identities, evolving into a 
regional culture with many indicators of ancestral origins.  

The Green Bank Telescope operates amidst rural hills and farms. 
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Appalachian, or “old-time” music, has distinctive roots in this region. Local tunes celebrate places, songs 
commemorate events, and instrumental music is played and danced to at several locations. The unique 
music and dance styles that have developed, and are celebrated here, have retained a rare integrity and 
are still being handed down and taught to young people today, encouraged by programs such as those 
offered at the Augusta Heritage Center. The Augusta Heritage Center is among the organizations who 

help document, conserve, and share 
Appalachian culture. The Mountain 
Music Trail as well, supports and 
promotes venues for live music. 

Cultural pride is celebrated through the 
area’s many fairs and festivals. The 
Mountain State Forest Festival held 
annually in Elkins and the Autumn 
Glory Festival in Oakland both 
celebrate forest heritage and beauty. 
The Woodchopping Festival in 
Webster Springs draws some of the 
world’s finest woodchoppers and 
lumbermen to demonstrate their skills 
and lifestyle to visitors. The choppers 
come from as near as the scenic 
mountains of Webster County and as 

far away as Australia and New Zealand to compete. Community festivals abound, many are centered 
around the forest or forest products such as native ramps and maple syrup.  

Changing economies following World War II included adding more producers of forest industry end 
products such as flooring and cabinets. Economies diversified with small manufacturing, service jobs, 
tourism, and growing high-tech opportunities. Building on 19th century resorts such as at Berkeley 
Springs and The Greenbrier, a National Historic Landmark, tourism today is anchored by major resorts at 
Deep Creek Lake, Canaan Valley, and Snowshoe, resulting in widespread and increasing recreation and 
heritage tourism throughout all counties. Today the coexistence of tourism and forest industry – both 
dependent on the land in vastly differing ways and both critical to the well-being of the economy – is an 
opportunity and challenge embraced by AFNHA. 

Stereotypes of Appalachia as primitive, backward, and beaten by poverty are rejected by most residents 
of the area. Instead, people find a spirit of independence, strong commitment to sense of place, and 
pride in folkways and culture.  

The region’s culture is alive today in farm families and oldsters’ stories, in community celebrations, 
dances, and dinners, in home craft and cottage industries, in heritage sites and restored inns, in 
woodchopper contests and shows of skill. This is a living American heritage, based on the past, but 
adapting and evolving thanks to today’s artists, workers, and teachers.  

Theme 3. Logging Boom Builds the Nation 

On the cusp of the 20th century, the expansion of railroads opened the widespread harvest of 
the Appalachian Forest in a logging boom that helped fuel industrial expansion for the Eastern 
United States but devastated the landscape and altered mountain economies.  

The end of the Civil War brought sweeping change, as wartime factories converted to peacetime 
production, and the rail transportation system built to serve wartime needs expanded to serve rapid 
industrialization. Mechanization of agriculture brought higher productivity, which marginalized 

A traditional dance with live local music and caller in the small town 
of Harman (Credit: Gerry Milnes, Augusta Heritage Center) 
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subsistence farms and those on steep land. Across the nation, many subsistence farmers gave up 
farming for wage work in factories, mines, or logging camps. This migration was especially pronounced 
in the AFNHA region.  

The industrial revolution brought increased demand for timber products for fuel, construction of factories 
and housing, mining timbers, paper, and consumer goods. The number of states in the nation tripled 
between 1860 and 1910. Since much of the rest of the eastern United States previously had been 
cleared for farmland, mountainous and remote areas where forests still predominated were targeted for 
timber production. While the bulk of timber production moved west, the central Appalachian Forest 
offered hardwoods and timber products convenient to eastern markets. The AFNHA region, with its 
highland spruce and abundant hardwoods, was a key part of this trend. 

In western Maryland the original small-scale, local timber industry was considerably altered by the 
construction of the B&O Railroad across the mountains in 1851. By providing new and distant potential 
markets for local lumber products, it lured large-scale timber capitalists to the wooded hills of western 
Maryland for the first time. This provided the base of operations for expanding into the forest highlands 
to the south. 

Following the Civil War, entrepreneurs sought to harvest the forests and rich resources of the mountains. 
Initially, lowland pine areas were cut, and the logs floated out on rivers. But the development of railroads 
into the mountains enabled the wholesale cutting of the Appalachian Forest that contributed to the 
country’s industrial development.  

Promotion and boosterism showcased the area’s rich natural resources and proximity to eastern markets. 
Significant financing and complex business organization were needed to acquire the land and build the 
infrastructure to provide for maximum timber production. Capital to invest and exploit these resources 
came from outside industrialists who built the railroads, extracted the resources, and exported them to 
the rest of the country. They built new towns, erected large sawmills, laid rails into the woods, and 
provided work for thousands of men.  

These industrialists, led by West Virginia Senators Henry Gassaway Davis and his son-in-law, Stephen B. 
Elkins, moved in the social circles of the magnates of the day such as John D. Rockefeller, Jay Gould, 
and Andrew Carnegie. During this transition period, when the sectional conflict gave way to new issues 
of industrialization on the political stage, industrialists including Davis and Elkins gained control of the 
region’s fuels and raw materials, as well as its political power, to further industrial growth. They utilized 
the new state of West Virginia to establish their national power base. 

Davis built his mountaintop summer resort at Deer Creek, Garrett County, Maryland, as a base of 
operations to attract investors. From there, Davis and Elkins led in building the railroads that opened the 
highlands to wholesale harvesting of its forests and minerals. Along with other industrial leaders, they 
bought or gained control of huge tracts of land, developed the timber and coal resources, and created 
jobs. The beehive coke ovens of the Elkins Coal and Coke Company (a National Historic Landmark) in 
Preston County, West Virginia, are a legacy of their involvement in extractive industry.  

They also established new towns, such as Elkins, West Virginia, where they built mansions and 
established community services. Graceland, Davis’s summer home named for his youngest daughter 
Grace, and Halliehurst, the summer home of Stephen B. Elkins, named for Davis’s daughter and Elkins’s 
wife Hallie Davis Elkins, are now recognized in the Davis and Elkins National Historic Landmark District. 
The two properties are the dominant features of Davis and Elkins College, which is located on the 
grounds of these former homes.  
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These leaders used the power base they built 
in western Maryland and West Virginia to 
support their national influence. A self-made 
man, Davis was the first Democratic Senator 
from West Virginia (1872 – 1883) and was 
nominated as the vice-presidential running 
mate for Alton B. Parker in 1904. Elkins, 
Davis’s son-in-law and business partner, was a 
political strategist who ran James G. Blaine’s 
campaign in 1884 and served as Secretary of 
War under President Benjamin Harrison. He 
served as Republican Senator from West 
Virginia from 1895 until his death in 1911. 
Through his long political career, Elkins’ 
attention was largely centered on promoting 
the political needs of industries.  

The abundant central Appalachian Forest was uniquely positioned geographically to fuel the growing 
U.S. economy by the early 20th century. Raw materials for lumber and pulp, and products such as 
building materials, chemicals, clothespins, tanned hides, and charcoal were shipped out of the region to 
supply the growing nation. During the half century between 1870 and 1920, the upland forests were 
subjected to such intensive logging that the original forests had been essentially eliminated by the end 
of this period. The lumber boom was declining by 1920, mostly due to overcutting. At its peak in 1909, 
logging in West Virginia produced 1.5 billion board feet of lumber in a single year. 

The social and economic fabric of the region changed with the coming of the lumber boom, as self-
sufficient farms and small farming communities gave way to lumber mill boomtowns and a wage-based 

economy. The social consequences were 
widespread, as small mountain farms were 
less able to compete in the increasingly 
industrial markets, while timber work offered 
steady wage opportunities. This led to the 
general movement of young men from farms 
to logging camps and company towns. The 
railroads and logging also brought significant 
immigration of a more diverse workforce from 
other parts of the country and across the 
world.  

The wholesale cutting of these forests was 
done with hand saws and hard labor. In the 
early days trees were cut with axes and the 
logs were dragged to the mill by oxen, 
mules, or horses. A six-man crew could cut 
and prepare about 225 logs a day. Prior to 
the railroads, most of these logs were then 

moved downstream on flooding rivers. After logging railroads were built, the logs were loaded on 
railroad cars by steam-powered log loaders and taken to the mill by rail utilizing steam-powered geared 
locomotives. By the late 19th century, there were dramatic improvements in milling technology and 
movement of logs. Logging railroads were laid into the mountains, and geared locomotives developed  

Graceland mansion has been restored as an inn and 
conference center. 

Timber workers cut the Appalachian Forest using hand tools. 
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to haul logs on steep slopes, moving them to sawmills and mainline railroads. The steam engine 
replaced water power in lumber mills with circular saws and later band saws providing much more 
efficient cutting of lumber.  

The cutting and skidding of logs often took place miles from the mill and the lumber town. Men working 
in the woods lived in camps of up to 100 men. Food was hauled to the camps by the log train, cooked 
and served by camp cooks. Most stayed at camp for a week or more before coming to the nearest town. 
When they visited town, they had a boisterous celebration making such communities as Durbin and Cass 
roaring, wide-open places. Most of the camps were transitory, but some of these towns survive in some 
form. 

The original company town of Cass remains largely intact, now as Cass Scenic Railroad State Park, where 
original buildings are interpreted and used, including workers houses as park cabins. The scenic railroad 
rides in open-air converted logging cars are pulled by original steam logging (Shay) locomotives.  

Extensive, destructive fires were frequent at the early logging operations when the remaining slash 
burned – often from sparks from railroads or equipment. These fires sometimes destroyed areas of uncut 
forest and caused long-term damage to the soil and landscape. The cutting of the forests, combined 
with fires and erosion, denuded the countryside. As the original forest was depleted, logging jobs 
diminished. Wildlife became scarce due to lack of food, habitat and polluted streams as well as 
overhunting. Downstream flooding brought national attention to the changed landscape upstream in the 
mountains.  

The 1930s brought dramatic change both economically and in the treatment of the forest. The decline of 
the lumber boom left many areas of the mountains overpopulated for the remaining job opportunities. 
Thus, the hard times that became the Great Depression were already well-known. New Deal programs 
such as the homestead resettlement communities of Arthurdale and Tygarts Valley Homesteads and 
employment programs such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) aimed to alleviate these 
conditions. The New Deal era also saw the development of the Federal Writers Project which 
documented local culture and inspired present day storytelling like the Traveling 219: The Seneca Trail 
multimedia project through the heart of AFNHA. 

Rows of worker houses in the company town of Cass are now available for lodging at 
Cass Scenic Railroad State Park.  
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Throughout the changes brought by the logging boom, local communities often lagged behind the pace 
of change in the rest of the country. The mountainous terrain remained a hindrance, as most 
development of factories bypassed the region in favor of abundant flat land with better transportation 
and infrastructure elsewhere. The central Appalachians remained largely reliant on extractive industry 
with a high degree of absentee ownership and control. While this isolation resulted in slow infrastructural 
development as compared to the rest of the country, it provided for a retention of culture and traditions 
that persists today.  

Theme 4. Resilient Forest 

Recovery of the landscape from the logging boom shows the resilience of the Appalachian 
Forest, with scientific management today conserving forestlands for multiple purposes including 
ecological stewardship, recreation and tourism, and sustainable harvest of forest products. 

In modern times, the partners throughout the region are working to find solutions for economic 
development that are compatible with its natural resources and cultural values. The growth of value-
added products derived from the forest, and diversification of employment including tourism, are 
helping the region’s communities find success in the modern world.  

Scientific forest management in the United States began near the end of the 1800s. Prior to this, as 
eastern cities grew and settlers moved west into new territories, forests thought to be inexhaustible were 
eliminated to create farm pastures and fields, or to provide building materials for new settlements. An 
enormous demand grew for raw materials to build and fuel factories and urban communities as the 
nation entered the industrial revolution, fueling the wholesale cutting of one of the last remaining 
eastern forest systems, the central Appalachian Forest. 

In 1886 the European-trained forester Bernard Fernow was named director of the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Division of Forestry. Fernow cooperated with timber companies to 
promote efficient use of the forests and wood products, and the development of professional forestry. 
Fernow’s successor, and first chief of the USDA Forest Service, was Gifford Pinchot, often referred to as 
the Father of Forestry in the U.S. Closely allied with the Progressives, and having influence with President 
Theodore Roosevelt, Pinchot began to call for measures to counterbalance the effects of the big 
industrialist companies and protect forests from widespread destruction, aiming to show that forestry 
pays. Pinchot and the Progressives influenced federal conservation policy to include retention of public 
lands, planning and professional management for natural resources, and self-financing for conservation 
programs. Regulation and management of the forests would produce benefits for the public, instituting 
the doctrine of multiple use and management for sustained yield of the forest. While the first national 
forests were established on land already owned by the federal government in the western U.S., Pinchot 
saw the need for establishing eastern forests as well.  

In 1907, at the request of George Craig & Son Lumber Company, Austrian forester Max Rothkugel, an 
associate of Pinchot’s, established the Rothkugel Plantation near Winterburn, West Virginia. This was the 
first attempt to apply management practices of silviculture and forestry to West Virginia’s forests and cut-
over areas. European larch and Norway spruce planted by Rothkugel can still be seen on an AFNHA-
supported interpretive trail at this location. 

When severe flooding – attributed to the lack of forest cover in the mountains – devastated Pittsburgh in 
1907, the nation began to take notice. With Pinchot’s urging, the Weeks Act of 1911 was passed, 
providing the legislative foundation for the acquiring of eastern national forests. As a result, the 
Monongahela National Forest was created in 1920, initially to protect the highland watersheds, and later 
authorized for timber production and management for multiple resources. During this era, many West 
Virginia and Maryland state parks and forests also were established to provide additional public lands to 
benefit society as the forests recovered from early cutting, fires, and agricultural uses.  
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During the years of the Great Depression in the 1930s, CCC camps dotted the national forest and state 
lands and put many young men to work planting trees, fighting fires, and building roads and recreational 
facilities. Many of these CCC structures are still in use today, such as the pavilions at Stuart Recreation 
Area, and cabins and buildings at Watoga and other state parks.  

Scientists, lands managers, and conservation stewards work together to conserve and restore 
ecosystems, enhance habitats, control invasive species, and protect rare and endangered species. The 
Appalachian Forest has contributed to, and benefited from, scientific research encompassing ecosystem 
restoration, forest hydrology, wildlife management, climate change, and silviculture.  

Federal, state, and private research facilities 
and programs study the effects of various 
impacts on forest management practices. The 
Fernow Experimental Forest, located on 
Forest Service land near Parsons and named 
after Bernard Fernow, was established in 
1934 as a premier forest research laboratory 
managed by the USDA Forest Service 
Northeastern Research Station. The Fernow 
conducts long-term ecological and 
silvicultural research. West Virginia University 
graduated its first professional foresters in 
1939. Watershed protection groups such as 
Friends of Cheat and Trout Unlimited 
conduct testing and mitigation of water 
quality and stream health. Forest Service, 
university, and industry experimental forests 
are used for research on forest ecosystems 
to understand best management practices, 
wildlife management, silviculture, 
environmental threats, and climate change.  

Through the efforts and experiences of these professional foresters and the experimental forests, the 
science of managing American temperate hardwood forests was developed, as differentiated from 
coniferous forests of the southern and western U.S., or the centuries-long experience of European 
management. These lessons in how to best manage the Appalachian forests for sustained yield and 
healthy ecosystems were instrumental to the development of the recommendations used in modern 
forest management.  

As agriculture declined and the forests regrew, the acreage of forested land increased. Some remained 
in large tracts owned by large, usually out-of-state, corporations; others became government lands. 
Some tracts were subdivided after cutting and sold to individual landowners, and still today a significant 
portion of the forest is in the hands of small, nonindustrial, private forest owners. Some hold the land for 
timber production or as a woodlot associated with small farms assisted by programs to encourage good 
forest management. Increasingly, forest lands are owned by those whose primary purpose is residential 
or recreational.  

The modern trends that reduce forestland are often associated with development activities, such as 
roads and power rights-of-way, surface mining, and urban sprawl. But since the 1920s, the challenges of 
the mountain terrain and economics have helped maintain low population density and impose limits on 
large-scale agriculture and development. However, the forest growth rate exceeds harvest, and forest 
cover continues to increase throughout the area  

Research forester Melissa Thomas-Van Gundy gives a 
tour of the Fernow to international visitors. (Credit: 
USDA Forest Service, Kelly Bridges) 
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Another factor affecting forest use is the rise of the environmental movement and the increasing value 
given to reserved forestland and landscape-level ecosystem management. The AFNHA region had a 
nationally significant impact with the landmark Monongahela Decision of 1970, establishing the 
precedent of public policy determining forest resource management decisions. Keeping residents 
involved in the dialogue that determines the future of their forest is key to the future of forests in the 
AFNHA.  

The processing and manufacturing of forest 
products is one of the largest contributors to 
the economy of the region. As the majority of 
forests here are composed of broadleaf trees, 
the industry specializes in the processing of 
high-quality hardwood lumber for the 
production of fine furniture and flooring. Low-
quality logs are also used for composite wood 
products like oriented strand board, laminated 
veneer lumber, paper, pellet fuel and charcoal. 
Increasingly, value-added wood manufacturing 
companies such as flooring and cabinetry 
plants, are locating in the region. Outdoor 
recreation is a major activity throughout the 
Appalachian Forest region, enjoyed by large 
numbers of local residents and visitors. 
Education and interpretation to encourage low-

impact recreation such as Leave No Trace principles can be important in minimizing damage from these 
activities. Hunting and fishing, camping, hiking, biking, birdwatching, outdoor photography, canoeing, 
kayaking, rafting, rock climbing, caving, and skiing all contribute to the economic value – and the 
appreciation – of the natural forest in the area. 

The forest of the central Appalachian region is both a home and a means of livelihood. It provides 
beauty, recreation, and a peaceful retreat for people, as well as habitat for the rich forest life. The forest 
is valued today by the many people who live on the same land as their ancestors, as well as by newer 
residents and visitors who appreciate the region’s special qualities. Scientists study the forest for 
understanding and stewardship, foresters manage the forest for sustainable harvests and resource 
conservation, and the public enjoys the forest for recreation and scenic splendor. Hunters and hikers, 
birders and bikers, foresters and ecologists, residents and visitors, all value the healthy forests 
exemplified in the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area. 

Goal 2: Share the Stories of Forest Heritage through Education, 
Interpretation, and Experiences 
Existing Interpretation 
This interpretive plan will build on robust interpretive opportunities provided across AFNHA. AFHA Inc. 
operates the Appalachian Forest Discovery Center interpretive museum, and has helped develop 
signage for a number of interpretive trails and sites, as well as on-line story maps. Many partners provide 
interpretation about their stories that relate to AFNHA themes, with examples of museums from 
Allegany Museum in Cumberland to North House Museum in Lewisburg that offer exhibits and 
programming related to settlement, transportation, logging boom and industrialization, local 
communities and culture. The Beverly Heritage Center features four primary exhibits focused on growth 
of the county’s first county seat, transportation and settlement along the historic turnpike, the Civil War 

Harvesting of timber continues to be important to rural 
communities. 
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actions to protect the turnpike that led to West Virginia statehood, and losing the county seat to the 
logging boom town of Elkins. Other interpreted historic sites such as the C&O Canal Museum, Fort 
Ashby frontier fort, and Arthurdale New Deal resettlement community each tell stories related to the 
Crucible of Isolation theme of AFNHA. Programming sharing Appalachian culture by Augusta Heritage 
Center, and other venues, include concerts, dances, and craft demonstrations. Cass Scenic Railroad 
State Park, and a number of railroad and logging related exhibits and historic sites, tell the logging 
boom stories. In addition to visitor center exhibits, the Forest Abundance theme is often highlighted by 
interpretive signs such as at the Cranberry Glades boardwalk and pull-offs along the Highland Scenic 
Highway. The Resilient Forest theme is exemplified through forest management stories at interpreted 
trails in Rothkugel Plantation, Kindness Demonstration Area, and Fernow Experimental Forest. Many 
partners and communities offer events that include interpretation story telling such as reenactments, 
nature days, and community festivals. 

The objectives, strategies, and actions outlined in this chapter will build on this existing interpretation to 
accomplish Goal 2, Sharing the Story. 

Provide Quality Interpretation Based on AFNHA 
Thematic Framework 
Strategy: Develop and interpret a forest heritage narrative focused on assets, 
conservation, and stewardship 
AFNHA has the role to convene and communicate a common forest heritage narrative among partners 
and visitors. This is based not only on the thematic narrative and interpretive matrix, but also on the 
ongoing conversation between partners to enhance understanding and shared viewpoints surrounding 

this narrative. Interpretation involves both the research 
and conversation of thematic narratives, and the ways 
these stories are shared with the diverse audiences. 
AFNHA will follow, and encourage others to use, best 
practices and interpretive principles in interpretive and 
educational programs and products.  

AFNHA will develop and share research, narratives, and 
bibliographies to be used to inform these conversations, 
and to support the interpretive products and programs 
presented. Sponsoring a context narrative for Native 

American history and viewpoints has been identified as a short-term project, which may set an example 
for research on other under-represented topics. AFHA Inc. will help identify and share this scholarship to 
partners, as one part of the information clearinghouse role.  

AFNHA focuses on the interrelationship of forests and the people who live there, on conservation for 
multiple purposes in different situations, and on encouraging responsible stewardship of natural, historic, 
and cultural resources and stories. Stewardship includes both best practices of management based on 
scientific understanding of sustainable resources and encouraging an ethic of stewardship among 
resource users to protect assets for the future. In some cases, this will involve difficult conversations – for 
example, discussing differing approaches to conservation between some environmental organization 
partners and forest industry partners. It is not AFNHA’s role to dictate answers to these questions; rather 
AFNHA is committed to creating a common table to discuss those viewpoints, to help move toward 
finding common ground where there can be agreement, and to encourage civil and responsible 
expression of viewpoints where partners disagree.  

“I know the framework is good 

because I can drop every single thing 

I'm doing in this realm into one of the  

themes, and I can use the framework 

to influence how I craft the stories I tell 

in the activities we do.” 
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Strategy: Provide interpretation to diverse audiences 
Good interpretation must take into account a wide array of audiences and learning styles. Needs and 
interests of different audiences shape the information content visitors are seeking, as well as the format 
in which they take in information. People vary in their preference for written, visual, auditory, and 
experiential learning. Audiences will vary widely in their style of engaging with the material, and their 
degree of interest. The casual visitor may only look at a few images or read a headline, or only listen to 
the introduction of a program. The mainstream visitor will look at images and a sampling of the text and 
will pay attention to the parts of the program that interest them. The serious visitor will read nearly 
everything, pay close attention to the program, and will want to learn more. Designing interpretive 
experiences that satisfy the most serious, without boring the casual visitor, is a real challenge. In many 
cases, different types of products or program experiences may be needed to reach the full range of 
audiences. The following section describes known audiences, as well as strategies and specific actions 
that will enable AFNHA’s network of partners to reach them. 

Audiences 
Out-of-area or out-of-state visitors have varied interests, as described below. Most of these visitors will 
not be familiar with the history, culture, and natural amenities of the region to start with. They may be 
interested in stories of the region and how that history relates to their own interests and experience. 

• Get-away trips or long weekends, often from urban areas within less than a day’s drive, are a

significant visitor group. If they have a positive experience, and see more of interest they would

like to experience, this is a prime group for return visits and increased engagement.

• While the traditional long vacation may have declined in recent years, still the mountains attract

visitors from outside the region, those on longer road trips, and international travelers. They will

want to learn about, absorb, and experience the variety of the area. They may need more

contextual information about an area they have not experienced before, and in some cases may

need translation from other languages. Often, this may be their only trip to the area.

Local and regional resident visitors are from the region or within a day-trip distance. They will have a 
variety of interests but are more likely to be familiar with the area and to have intrinsic interest in, and 
connection to, special places and stories. This group has more potential for repeat visitation and can 
share word of mouth about their experiences. They are also potential supporters of the NHA and / or of 
individual sites and programs. 

• Residents from within AFNHA communities may visit sites multiple times, attend special events,

and bring friends. They will be more likely to attend off season events and activities.

• Day travelers from within the region may explore sites in other communities and may also be

repeat visitors and attend multiple events.

• Second-home residents are in the area with some regularity and have chosen connection to the

region, even if they have a primary home elsewhere.

• Local residents who are not usually motivated by outdoor recreation, heritage, or cultural travel

may have different interests from the visitors who come for those reasons. This group often

includes underserved people and those with accessibility challenges, whether cultural, financial,

transportation, or disability. Dedicated efforts will be needed to engage them and offer

opportunities and participation that may reach their community, family, or personal interests.
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Whether visitors are from out of the area or are residents of the region, audience interests will vary: 

● General interest audience – Traveling for multiple reasons, this audience often includes adult

small groups and families. They may be exploring the area and communities, driving for scenic

beauty, or looking for something to do. Interpretation can provide an overview and pique their

interest in interpretive stories.

● Family groups with children – This audience also travels for multiple reasons, but interpretation

and experiences for them needs to account for the varying interests and needs of different family

members and a variety of ages. Children should be provided with interpretations specific to

them, not just a simplified version of adult messages.

● Niche interest visitors – Individuals interested in specific topics will be looking for different types

of interpretation than more general visitors. Many of them will be studiers looking for in-depth

information with a high degree of accuracy. This audience is also a source of long-term support,

contributing to stewardship of the resources. Niche interest topics may include:

o People interested in specific historical eras or topics – Topics include early

settlement, Civil War, logging or industrial history, railroads, architecture, etc.

o Cultures and ethnic groups – This audience may include Native Americans,

African Americans, immigrant groups, and other groups with ties to the region.

o Family or community history buffs – This audience includes genealogists and

family or community reunion visitors.

Families with children are excited to view Blackwater Falls. 
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o Visitors seeking Appalachian culture, food, art, and music – People who want to

experience the culture, in addition to learning about it, may engage with local

experiences through media or in-person connections, events, performances,

participation, and shopping opportunities.

o Nature studiers – This audience includes birders or people interested in wildlife

or plants.

● Outdoor recreation visitors – Many of these visitors come to participate in specific recreational

experiences and may be less likely to intentionally engage with interpretation. They can be

offered opportunities, both in preparation for their trip and while recreating, to learn more about

the outdoor experience, stewardship of the environment, and the historic events that occurred on

the landscape they are traversing. Trail users commented in planning feedback on the value of

learning about other topics – history, culture, nature – as an additional bonus to their trail

experience.

● Group tours – Motorcoach tours and groups will usually be following pre-planned itineraries,

often with step-on guides. Quality training for these guides as interpreters can help reach a larger

audience. Sites visited by groups can offer enhanced interpretive experiences adapted to their

interests and demographics.

● People with specific accessibility challenges – This audience includes people with physical, visual,

hearing, learning, and language challenges. It is important to provide accessible interpretation

within the primary interpretive experience to the extent possible, and with alternative access

options when needed.

● Interpreters and front-line tourism workers – This audience includes group tour operators and

guides, visitor center and heritage site managers and docents, outfitters, and hospitality industry

front-line workers who can be trained to share effectively both interpretation about themes and

information about the area. They can be offered how-to training so they can share interpretive

messages and support cross-promotion to encourage broader visitation.

The following audience groups are addressed in the Educational Opportunities section (below): 

● Curriculum-oriented visitors – This educational audience includes participants in workshops and

learning opportunities for specific topics, life-long learners, and college students. They will often

want more depth, and devote more time, than a more casual tourist visitor.

● Youth groups – This audience includes school groups in classroom and out-of-school enrichment,

field trips, and activities, for classes, home schooled students, and youth groups such as scouts

and 4-H. Interpretation needs to be engaging for student interest, to be keyed to the appropriate

age group(s), and whenever possible tied to curriculum standards for specific classes or

programs. Interpretive roles can include both directly delivered youth interpretation, and train-

the-trainer opportunities for teachers and youth leaders.
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Strategy: Develop visitor experiences using interpretive programs and products 
based on AFNHA themes 
AFNHA partners will use the thematic framework described in the thematic narrative and the interpretive 
matrix in Appendix B to guide interpretation for programs, products, and experiences. In general, AFHA 
Inc. will focus on regional and networked interpretation – the larger stories and overarching context and 
connectivity in the region. AFNHA partners are more likely to interpret stories related to their specific 
sites and assets, putting them into the context of AFNHA themes. The concepts and ideas, topics and 
stories in the Interpretive Matrix will be a guide to interpretation options to share and will continue to 
grow with future research and partner input.  

Some of the priority ideas to share will include those 
highlighted in the action plan. This includes the 
evolution of the region with influences from the 
mountain geography, transportation challenges, and 
settlement patterns, and how that history impacted 
the forest, communities, and Appalachian culture. 
Native American Tribes, African-Americans, and 
immigrant ethnic groups will tell their own stories and 
share their impact on history and culture. One focus is 
on the logging boom era, including its connections 
with national politics, and the long-lasting impacts on 
the land, on communities, and on people’s 
livelihoods. AFNHA will explore the influence of the mountains and forest experience in the evolution of 
Appalachian art, craft, music, dance, food and folkways, from early settlement to heritage-inspired 
traditions still evolving today. AFNHA will reach out across Appalachia, to understand and explore the 
similarities, differences, and pride in Appalachian culture in the face of pervasive challenges and 
negative stereotypes. Along with interpreting the stories of history and culture, AFNHA will encourage 
stewardship concepts of cultural conservation and appreciation, and preservation of historic buildings 
and places.  

Ideas explored will also focus on the natural 
resources and assets, such as sharing 
understanding of ecosystems, habitats, 
watershed, flora, and fauna, including their 
significance and strategies for ecosystem 
restoration and protection of rare, threatened, 
and endangered species. Interpretation will also 
focus on ecosystem threats, invasive species, 
and stewardship needs and practices. AFNHA 
will help foster a better understanding of the 
complexity of scientific forest management, and 
how this is different now from the primitive 
cutting practices of the logging boom era. This 
can include best practices for sustainability and 
conservation, and various options to meet 
different forest management goals. AFNHA will 
also educate recreational users to raise 

“AFNHA could provide resources to 

organizations in need, such as 

interpretation help to tell the stories in 

meaningful way, or help with historical 

research and photo archives. By creating 

cross network stories, each location shares 

what is meaningful for itself, while helping 

add to the larger story.” 

AFNHA AmeriCorps members serving with Canaan Valley 
National Wildlife Refuge lead visitors on a snowshoe tour 
of wintertime ecology on the Refuge.  
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awareness of environmental stewardship, including best practices like not spreading invasives and 
following Leave No Trace principles.  

Interpretation provides visitor connection to the assets and stories of AFNHA. This can be delivered in a 
variety of ways, which sometimes overlap within a given situation. These may include: 

● Programming (personal interpretation) where

the interpreter is interacting directly with the

audience. This includes programs such as

talks, guided tours, presentations, living

history, and demonstrations. They may be

individually presented by staff or docent

volunteers, based on an outline, concept or a

script. In some cases, they may be recorded

for audio, video, or digital repeat

presentations.

● Physical media products (often known as non-

personal interpretation) generally offer a self-

guided experience, including products such as

exhibits, waysides, signs, and brochures.

● Digital / virtual media, including websites,

interactive programs, webinars, livestreams,

internet-based videos, or smart phone tours or

apps offer interpretive experiences without in-

person contact. These may be, self-guided

experiences, or may convey a program with

interaction such as a livestreamed

presentation or video-conference

experience.

● Audio / video media using recorded or live programming also offers interpretation without in-

person contact. This may be audio only, images, or video programming, either presented live or

recorded. These may be incorporated into digital media, as a component of exhibits, or stand-

alone such as audio driving tours.

● Interactive experiences include visitor participation in the interpretive activity. Some examples of

these include hands-on interactive museum exhibits, learning to make a cultural craft, or

participating in a dance.

These interpretive delivery modes can create a variety of types of experiences. They also often overlap 
and can be offered in a variety of ways.  

● Cognitive delivery is intended to make intellectual connections. Content information for a topic or

story should be related to a theme. This is what most people think of first for developing an

interpretive panel or a tour script. Care should be taken to keep the content connected to

The Beverly Heritage Center exhibit on the 
African American experience in Randolph County 
was developed with help from an AFNHA 
AmeriCorps member. 
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universal values that will reach the audience, and to use headlines and formatting to convey 

meaning to those in the audience who chose to not read the full text.  

● Emotional content moves people to feel connected, such as through personal stories, interviews,

or oral history. This is often conveyed through personal interpretation by engaging guides or

programs, living history, or audio or video featuring individual stories.

● Participatory delivery encourages people to take part in activities. Planning participants frequently

spoke of the value of these experiences as a way to set the region apart as an engaging

destination. This goes beyond observing to activity. Workshops where participants create art,

theater, or learn to play music, and community dances where the audience participates are

examples that combine interpretive learning with participation. In some cases, the activity itself

can be considered interpretation – such as for trail users or volunteers providing care for the

resource.

● Sensory experiences reinforce interpretation by engaging people’s senses. This can be

accomplished by adding sounds or smells to an exhibit, tour, or program. It can also be self-

discovery by the audience, such as the reflective experience of a natural area, garden, historic

building, or the enjoyment of music or food.

Expanding interpretation to engage diverse audiences and tell AFNHA stories will be a shared 
responsibility across the AFNHA network. Asset sites and partner organizations, especially those open to 
the public or providing public programming, will support interpretation and visitor experience related to 
the significance of their own site, putting it in context of the AFNHA themes. AFHA Inc., the 
coordinating entity, will encourage and offer support for this partner site interpretation related to their 
own assets, stories, and locations. AFNHA can offer training in principles and techniques for interpreters 
and tourism workers, including site partners, docents, tour guides, product developers, teachers, and 
youth group leaders, to improve skills and the quality of interpretation delivery. AFNHA services will 
include: 

● Development of site expectations and best practice criteria, and encouraging partner sites to

engage with and use those tools

● Encouraging interpretation connected with the AFNHA thematic framework

● Offering NHA grants for interpretation

● Providing AmeriCorps member service for site interpretation

● Offering interpretive technical assistance

● Encouraging participation in regional packages, cross-promotion, and co-branding.

Strategy: Create interpretation connecting AFNHA themes across the region 
AFHA Inc. will prioritize focus on regional interpretive experiences, and on those activities that help to 
connect the stories of AFNHA as a region. The following projects are underway or anticipated within the 
first few years following completion of the management plan.  

Appalachian Forest Discovery Center (AFDC) 
This museum, housed in the historic Darden Mill in downtown Elkins, has been offering exhibit 
interpretation about the region since 2014. The building – a historic grist mill built during the logging 
boom – has significant interpretive value in itself.  
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AFHA Inc. acquired the historic Darden Mill property in 2021. It will serve as both an interpretive and 
administrative hub for the region, and continued historic preservation of this property is included in Goal 
1. The management plan recommendation is to
continue developing this facility as the AFNHA’s
primary visitor center / museum. In addition, the West 
Virginia Railroad Museum is a tenant on the second 
floor of the Darden Mill, interpreting the history of 
West Virginia railroading, and connecting to the 
building’s location on the former Elkins railyard. 
Rehabilitation of the property under the Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic 
Properties has been ongoing since 2002. The West Virginia SHPO helped fund the early stages of the 
project, including a preservation deed covenant on the property, and continues to provide guidance. 
Future work accomplished with federal funding will include SHPO consultation and will require Section 
106 review. 

Inside, half of the AFDC space is a stationary exhibit introducing the Appalachian Forest and the 
heritage area themes. This orientation exhibit in the Darden Mill will be updated with the new themes 
from the interpretive plan and based on visitor and docent feedback over recent years. Updating these 
exhibits is prioritized for the first three years of the plan implementation. The remaining exhibit space 
has featured annual rotating exhibits on topics such as Appalachian culture, logging boom era workers, 
ethnic group influences, ecosystems, forestry, public lands, and for 2022, cultural uses of plants. 
Programs related to the rotating exhibits are often offered through the season, and select content from 
these exhibits is usually added to the website when the physical exhibit is taken down. Continuing to 
offer changing exhibits on a variety of topics, and related in-person programming, will keep interest high 
and avoid stagnation. The AFDC also offers the opportunity to share visitor information for sites across 
the region and hosts a small gift shop.  

“If interpretation on the forest and forest 

heritage is something AFNHA takes on, 

there are so many opportunities to do 

more… signage and co-branding are two 

important opportunities.” 

Appalachian Forest Discovery Center exhibits interpret different aspects of the forest. 
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Orientation Exhibits 
Exhibits at gateways and major attractions are a new recommendation for conveying the sense and 
significance of the Appalachian Forest throughout the area. Orientation exhibits will introduce and share 
AFNHA themes and the region’s overarching story more widely. Planning will identify the practical 
design or style of exhibits – such as pop-up banners, a small indoor standing exhibit in an existing visitor 
center, outdoor kiosk, or wayside. These will be primarily consistent in content, with appropriate 
individualization to the local partner and location. Obvious gateways and high-visitation hubs will be 
selected for these exhibits, to be placed within partner organizations. The timeline for deployment of the 
orientation exhibits is within the first five years.  

Thematic Tours 
Thematic tours, itineraries, passports, and other networked packages have long been an interest for 
AFNHA. From the earliest days of the forest heritage initiative, thematic tours were a priority, and several 
are featured on the current website. Changing technology and vetting of information accuracy have 
been challenges. With completion of the management plan, reviewing how to best implement 
connecting sites to create larger destinations will be a renewed priority. In addition to current use of 
ArcGIS Story Maps, AFNHA will investigate other applications, technology tools, and types of packages 
to identify which will be most practical, user-friendly, and feasible to develop and maintain. These may 
include thematic tour or clustering options, suggested itineraries, on-the-ground thematic trails that use 
markers or interpretive signage, networked events, challenges, scavenger hunts or other games, and / or 
passport programs including NPS passports. All interpretive tools will offer information and 
interpretation about the sites and how they fit into AFNHA themes. Most of these packages will be 
based on a system of identified partner sites who meet appropriate criteria and agree to participate in 
the program. In some cases, printed brochures or wayside signage may be a tour product, but for 
flexibility and updating of accurate information, much of the product delivery will be virtual. Package 
frameworks will be evaluated and planned within the first two years, with implementation ongoing.  

The coordinating entity may also develop selected individual interpretive products related to the 
themes, based on resources available and priority needs. Traveling exhibits developed by AFHA Inc. and 
shown at partner sites across the region are a likely product. Providing interpretive development 
services, whether grant funded or supported by a partner, is a potential fee-for-service opportunity, as 
discussed in Chapter 6.  

Provide Educational Opportunities for Youth and Adult Audiences 
Strategy: Expand forest heritage educational programming for youth and lifelong learners 
AFNHA partners provide school-based and extra-curricular educational experiences related to many of 
the themes and topics. A successful example is the citizen science project focused on non-native invasive 
species. The project was developed through collaboration among several partners with implementation 
support from AmeriCorps member service provided by AFHA Inc. AmeriCorps members present a series 
of non-native invasive species (NNIS) training programs as enrichment activities in local schools, then 
take the students on field trips to identify, locate and enter data into citizen science documentation 
apps, and finally take part in a volunteer invasive species pull. Another educational nature activity is 
snorkeling field trips in local streams, to enable students to see and learn about fish and macro-
invertebrates, and to learn about river health. Historic sites offer on-site field trip tours, as well as in-
school programs and traveling trunks to teach about local history. 
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Project Learning Tree, which provides forest-based environmental education, is an international program 
sponsored by the West Virginia Division of Forestry and West Virginia Forestry Association. The related 
Project Wet provides education for watersheds, and Project Wild for wildlife. These programs are tied to 
curriculum standards and are designed for a wide variety of educational programming targeting a range 
of ages. They are often delivered with a train-the-trainer model, providing teacher training to programs 
that can be used in schools or with youth groups. AFNHA AmeriCorps have supported these programs 
for many years.  

Augusta Heritage Center is a prime example of adult education for curriculum-oriented visitors based on 
cultural heritage. Workshops have traditionally offered in-person, participatory, beginning to advanced, 
week-long classes for traditional music instruments, singing and dance, as well as craft and folklore 
classes. While in-person Augusta classes were suspended during the pandemic, Augusta transitioned to 
a robust virtual class model that kept the educational programming available. AFNHA AmeriCorps 
utilized this period to continue the digitization of hundreds of tapes of traditional Appalachian music to 
be made available online. A variety of other venues around the area, from arts and nature centers to 
private craft businesses, offer classes and workshops for youth and adults in traditional arts and craft, 
herbs and native plants, and a variety of other traditional practices.  

Future educational activities will utilize these, and similar programs, to provide quality environmental and 
heritage education tied to school standards, learning objectives, and curricula. Further, AFNHA partners 
will work to develop specific curricula and experiential opportunities for youth groups, including schools 
and enrichment programs that are connected to AFNHA themes, local resources, and stories, and to 
help make these opportunities available for more students and youth groups. AFNHA can create and 
support age-appropriate, content-rich, engaging, and participatory educational opportunities for 
children that may be used in schools, for out-of-school enrichment, and by youth groups such as 4-H and 
Scouts. This may include teacher and leader training and engagement, curriculum development, 
connection to learning standards and youth programs, and out of class enrichment activities and field 
trips. AFNHA will encourage opportunities for students in the many communities to learn about and 
experience their local history, culture, geography, biology, and environment in the context of AFNHA 
themes and learning their own local connections to the broader world.  

AFHA AmeriCorps members deliver an environmental education program in a local classroom 
in preparation for a citizen science field trip.  
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This programming will prioritize going beyond learning what happened to understanding why and how 
the learner can help address threats or stewardship challenges. Stewardship education including 
environmental awareness, historic preservation, and cultural conservation will be integral to AFNHA 
educational and interpretive programs, leading students to understand issues, raise awareness of 
stewardship needs, and to take action in their own lives to care for the world around them.  

 AFHA Inc. may take the lead on some educational programming, but will more often encourage and 
support these programs. Support can include grants, AmeriCorps member services, and promotion of 
educational opportunities to wider audiences.  

Strategy: Adapt forest heritage educational programming for wider audiences 
Many of the educational programs developed for use in schools or other institutional settings may 
provide opportunities for expanded offerings for visitors and less formal programming. Educational 
experiences such as native-stream snorkeling, citizen science data collection, behind-the-scenes tours of 
historic buildings or forest-products factories, and invasive species garlic mustard pulls are examples of 
educational activities developed for, or often associated with, schools and field trips. Some of these 
opportunities can potentially be adapted for other groups, residents, families with children, volunteers, 
and visitors. AFHA Inc. can assist with support, logistics, and scheduling.  

Youth Conservation Corps members snorkeling to learn about stream life 
(Credit: USDA Forest Service, Kelly Bridges)  
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Ensure Interpretation and Educational Experiences 
Achieve Impactful Outcomes 
Strategy: Follow Interpretive Principles and Best Practices 
Interpretation seeks to inspire, not just inform, and aims to connect the heritage asset and story with 
concepts meaningful to the visitor. Interpretive principles and best practices support engaging, effective, 
and high quality experiences. AFNHA aims for quality, authentic, inclusive, and balanced interpretation 
that create impactful outcomes of learning about AFNHA themes and stories, raised awareness of issues, 
challenges, and stewardship needs, and changed behavior to care for natural, historic, and cultural 
resources.  

Ensure Interpretation and Educational Experiences Achieve Impactful Outcomes: 

● AFNHA seeks to provide education and interpretation for a broad range of local and visitor

audiences, presenting messages in entertaining formats with scholarly accuracy, balanced

presentation of differing viewpoints, and respect for the complexity of the issues.

● AFNHA values the diversity of our ancestral, historic, and contemporary people, and is committed

to inclusion, equity, and accessibility of all people. In our activities and in the telling of our stories,

we will actively seek engagement and participation of under-represented and marginalized

communities.

● AFNHA values showing the working forest as an active force in the region's present and future,

including making connections between the natural resources of the forest, people's livelihoods

that are dependent on the forest, and the products from the forest that the whole country uses.

Education and interpretation will address issues regarding long-term sustainability for the forest

that respects needs and concerns of forestry and forest products industries, of economic and

social needs of forest communities, and for health and biodiversity of the forest ecosystems.

In addition, the following principles express the intentions AFNHA strives for in interpretation. Criteria 
for funding and support from AFNHA, and inclusion of sites, stories, and experiences in AFNHA 
branding, will include these principles.  

● Connection and Context – Connect visitors to experiences meaningful to them, and to universal

values. Frame interpretation in the context of Appalachian Forest themes and concepts. Maintain

connection between the local experience and the larger story.

● Authenticity and Accuracy – AFNHA interpretation should reflect the real, authentic, nuanced,

and in-depth stories expressed in the themes and connected to the places and assets, informed

by research, scholarship, and local experience. Use primary sources when possible. Clearly

differentiate stories that are based on legends or folk traditions, or that are elaborated through

dramatization or reenactment.

● Diversity and Inclusion – Include the range of stories that is inclusive of all groups that contribute

to the Appalachian Forest experience and themes, over time and today. Offer the point of view of

each group’s experience, in their own words when possible. Explore stories from multiple

perspectives in thematic, historical, and personal context.

● Engage the Audience – Provide interpretive products and programs that reach the variety of

audiences and convey the most important messages quickly, maintaining interest, and offering
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depth of information opportunities for those that want to know more. Adapt interpretation to 

reach different age groups, backgrounds, and varieties of interest. Use engaging design, 

storytelling, images, and delivery to create quality interpretation.  

● Accessibility – Provide interpretation that is accessible to all to the extent possible, including

people with physical, visual, hearing, mental, and language challenges. Recognize differences in

learning styles, technology access, and comfort levels, to give opportunities to those using a

variety of communication and learning tools.

● Experiences and Exploration – Encourage visitors to experience AFNHA places, stories, activities,

and traditions in order to build the connections between resource and meaning that are the core

of interpretation. Walking in the woods, dancing to traditional music, eating local food, and

making a basket are all examples of experiences that can build those connections and invite

reflection.

● Quality – Develop criteria and review processes, guidelines, technical assistance, and training to

build capacity and maintain high standards of interpretation that reflect positively on AFNHA.

● Stewardship and Support – Throughout the interpretive messages, products, programs, and

experiences, share the importance of taking care of the regional natural, historic, and cultural

assets. Encourage visitors to show this caring through their actions while visiting, and through

understanding and supporting, the mission of AFNHA and of the sites they are visiting.

For formal education programs, tying programming to curriculum standards will help connect the 
experience to other concepts the students are learning. Providing engaging and interactive experiences 
will build enthusiasm and increase learning, retention, and understanding. 

AFNHA will encourage use of these principles throughout direct and partner interpretation, by providing 
training, collaboration, funding, and resources, utilizing criteria to encourage quality interpretive 
experiences, and measuring impacts and outcomes of interpretive experiences.  

Strategy: Evaluate success of educational and interpretive activities 
An important challenge in any interpretive or educational activity is to evaluate the success, outcomes, 
and impact of the program. This is important both for process evaluation for continuous improvement, 
and to demonstrate the outcomes and impact of the program. Is the product or program successful in 
delivering the learning objectives? What practices work best and how can they be improved? Does it 
engage the audience and connect their values with the resource? Does it result in targeted outcomes 
including raising awareness or changing behavior? Measuring such results in a scientific and meaningful 
way offers a variety of challenges, including audience participation response, effective techniques to 
measure this wide variety of programs, and time and cost of a meaningful study.  

AFNHA AmeriCorps program is initiating an outcome evaluation study in Year 1 and 2 of the 
management plan in order to assess in-person stewardship education and interpretive programs 
delivered by AmeriCorps members, both for formal classes and voluntary audience programs. In 
addition to the specific results targeted for this study, they also expect to develop tools and strategies 
for use in broader evaluation of interpretive and educational outcomes in future years.  

In addition, evaluation of outcomes both from viewpoint of the audience experience and the partner 
providing the interpretation will help AFNHA understand and demonstrate outcomes, and continually 
improve interpretive experiences.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Support Sustainable Tourism and Community Development 
 

This chapter provides an overview of current travel trends and promotions in the AFNHA region, 
followed by objectives and strategies to increase travel to generate economic impact. AFNHA is poised 
to capitalize on the area's established popularity as an outdoor destination by developing cultural and 
heritage products and enhancing messaging to a variety of audiences.  

Research conducted early in the management planning process indicated there was minimal 
understanding of what a National Heritage Area is or can do as a tourism leader or partner. The assertive 
steps taken by AFHA Inc. have now positioned 
the organization as a recognized leader in the 
region's heritage development and tourism 
industry. The strategies included in this chapter 
will build on this success, resulting in a unified 
brand as an NHA and a tourism destination. The 
strategies in the latter section of this chapter will 
assist the NHA in meeting its congressional 
mandate, as outlined in Chapter 1. This includes governance that includes tourism interests, projects and 
programs that raise public awareness of and appreciation for the region’s assets, signage that will guide 
visitors throughout the region, and opportunities for economic viability consistent with the NHA.  

Sustainable Tourism: The Intersection of Cultural Heritage           
Tourism and Ecotourism 
Travel and tourism are two of the most dynamic economic sectors in the world, according to the World 
Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC). The Council's research shows that tourism accounts for 10.4% of the 
global gross domestic product (GDP) and 8.6% of the GDP in the United States. Projections for post-
COVID travel show continued growth.1 

Although people have been traveling for vacations in the United States since the 19th century, the 
advent of defining travel industry segments began in the late 20th century. In the ensuing decades, the 
desire to promote cultural, historic, and natural resources and outdoor recreation moved to the forefront 
for many tourism agencies who recognized it as a way to generate economic revenue based on a 
community's authenticity and to support a high quality of life for residents. 

Among the most prominent travel industry segments are ecotourism, also referred to as geotourism, and 
cultural heritage tourism. While this segmentation is helpful to tourism planners and promoters to 
understand and address the specific interests of tourists, the intertwining of these terms is clear in the 
definitions for each: 

• Ecotourism: The International Ecotourism Society defines ecotourism as "responsible travel to 
natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of local people and 
involves interpretation and education." 

                                                        
1 World Travel and Tourism Council Report (2020), featuring 2019 data, https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact, 
accessed May 1, 2021. 
 

“We have history, arts, nature, recreation…  

there is so much to draw people into the area, 

and AFNHA is another benefit to us that we 

can utilize to bring in people in that may not 

have been here before.” 
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• Cultural heritage tourism: The National Trust for Historic Preservation defines cultural heritage
tourism as: …" traveling to experience the places, artifacts, and activities that authentically
represent the stories and people of the past and present. It includes cultural, historic, and natural
resources."

Taken together, these definitions reflect a unified goal - sustainable tourism - which sustains the
community or region while generating beneficial economic impact. Sustainable tourism is particularly 
attractive for communities interested in maintaining or enhancing their community's character and sense 
of place. In addition to economic impact and job creation, sustainable tourism increases the area's 
attractiveness to outside industries and people seeking to relocate to locales rich in historic, cultural, and 
natural amenities, which results in more civic pride, and offers residents more shops, activities, and 
entertainment options the local market alone might not be able to support. 

Sustainable tourism is a positive outcome of creative placemaking. The American Planning Association
notes: "Successful creative placemaking highlights unique community characteristics. Projects can focus 
on connecting local history with the present, bringing cultural influences into the spotlight, and creating 
new traditions. It builds connections between people and places by encouraging collaboration."  

Many planning organizations have developed guidelines and how-to manuals for creative placemaking. 
Four primary attributes of placemaking for tourism are:  

• Context and conservation – An aesthetically appealing visual appearance can contribute to a
sense of place and a meaningful experience for tourists. The beauty and authenticity of
destinations should be preserved, protected, and maintained.

Pedestrian plaza in downtown Cumberland 
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• Site interpretation – Sites hold the stories and history for a place to engage tourists and
residents. Interpretation should be clear, memorable, and accurate to encourage interaction with
a place.

• Comfort and image – Destinations should reflect a sense of place and be visually pleasing. They
should feel safe, comfortable, and clean.

• Access and linkage – Visitors should be able to easily reach a destination on streets, bike lanes,
and pedestrian paths.2

Actions to support this type of tourism focus will: 

• Support cultural, historic, and natural resource asset-based development

• Share the stories of the region's unique identity in a variety of venues

• Preserve natural and cultural resources to share with current and future generations

• Support local businesses and organizations that reflect the area's sense of place

• Offer activities for outdoor recreation that also sustain the environment

Tourism in the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area 
Tourism Agencies and Support 
There are multiple state, regional, and local tourism agencies promoting the counties and communities 
within AFNHA boundaries with various promotional messages. AFHA, Inc., has already begun building 
strong partnerships with these agencies, a process that will continue as strategies in the management 
plan are implemented. Following are primary partner agencies and a summary of tourism-related 
activities in West Virginia and Maryland. 

West Virginia Department of Tourism and Maryland Office of Tourism Development 

The two state tourism offices capitalize on the markets that are targeted by AFNHA – travelers interested 
in culture, heritage, and outdoor experiences. The West Virginia Department of Tourism promotes a 
diverse array of tourism opportunities across the state and specifically highlights opportunities to enjoy 
the outdoors, including visiting national and state parks, hiking, biking, fishing, rafting, skiing, and other 
activities rooted in the state’s natural beauty and mountain towns. Maryland's Tourism Office also 
promotes the state's scenic beauty and opportunities for outdoor activities. Maryland's extensive system 
of scenic byways and recreational offerings are among the focuses of the state's promotions. In October 
2021, the travel publication Lonely Planet recognized West Virginia as a Top Travel Region to visit in 
2022, the only state selected alongside international destinations. In particular, the publication 
recognized West Virginia's mountain landscape, heritage, and opportunities for outdoor adventures.3 

Tourism Funding 

Maryland's Tourism Development Board offers grants to Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) 
for sales and marketing activities that meet the goals of increasing visitation, visitor spending, and length 
of stay, resulting in the growth of tourism sales tax revenues. Within the AFNHA region in Maryland, the 
county tourism offices are housed in a chamber of commerce office and an economic and community 

2 Adapted from: “Placemaking as an Approach to Foster Cultural Tourism In Heritage Sites,” 
Haitham Samir, Salwa Samargandi and Mohammed F. M. Mohammed, Department of Architecture, Effat University, 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2019. 
3 https://governor.wv.gov/News/press-releases/2021/Pages/Gov.-Justice-announces-West-Virginia-named-top-10-
global-travel-destination.aspx, accessed January 31, 2022. 
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development office. In addition, the Maryland Heritage Areas Authority provides annual administrative 
funding to the state-certified heritage areas. 

The West Virginia Department of Tourism offers free business and event listings on the agency’s website 
and a variety of marketing and technical assistance programs for partners, including a public-private 
cooperative marketing program. The cooperative marketing program reduces costs for DMOs and other 
tourism businesses opting in to state tourism marketing. West Virginia's Tourism Development Act 
supports the creation and / or expansion of tourism projects to companies and entrepreneurs for 
projects over $1 million. Eligible applicants receive a 25% tax credit from consumer sales and service 
taxes collected on the gross receipts generated directly from daily operations. Additionally, certain 
projects are eligible to receive a 35% credit if the project is on an abandoned surface mine or is on or 
adjacent to a state or national forest or park. Recent applications for this tax credit represent $250 
million in investment in West Virginia’s tourism industry. West Virginia has also invested over $151 
million in state parks improvements between 2018 and 2021, helping to bolster visitation to public lands. 
There are 19 community or county tourism offices (DMOs) within the AFNHA region – two in Maryland 
(mentioned above), and 17 in West Virginia, which are convention and visitors bureaus (CVBs). The 
primary source of funding for most CVBs is the hotel occupancy tax. In 1985, the West Virginia 
Legislature passed legislation permitting cities and counties to impose a hotel occupancy tax. This local-
option law mandated that bureaus receive at least half of the tax proceeds, with the balance used for 
specified tourism projects. In its 2021 session, the West Virginia Legislature passed a law with new 
oversight and reporting requirements for CVBs and established minimum requirements for a CVB to 
qualify for distribution of hotel occupancy tax proceeds. Requirements include a minimum annual 
budget, a marketing plan, allocation of approximately 40% of revenues to advertising and marketing, a 
full-time executive director, an office or visitor center, a website, and annual reports submitted to the 
CVB's funding entities. The impact of this new law on CVBs in AFNHA is under assessment, but will 
almost certainly make it more difficult for small counties to maintain their own CVBs. Maryland's tourism 
offices are also funded through a hotel occupancy tax.  

Economic Impact 

Annual studies commissioned by the West Virginia Department of Tourism track economic impact 
throughout the state and in each of the state's 55 counties. Data includes direct spending (lodging, 
food, transportation, and other expenditures), jobs and earnings attributed to the tourism industry, and 
tax revenue collected by local and state governments. A review of the data from 2015-2018 shows that, 
except for minor decreases in employment in four counties and minor decreases in local government 
revenue in five counties, all of AFNHA's 16 West Virginia counties experienced an increase in key 
indicators during these years. AFNHA counties reporting the largest economic impact are Greenbrier, 
Pocahontas, Nicholas, and Randolph. As outlined in the West Virginia Department of Tourism’s 2021 
Annual Report, the tourism industry across the state saw an overall increase of 14.8% in traveler 
spending between 2016 and 2019. In 2019, the state reported $4.8 billion in traveler spending, $1.2 
billion in earnings, and 791 million in state and local tax revenue, while supporting 47,600 jobs.  

The Maryland Office of Tourism Development releases economic impact reports for each fiscal year, 
providing data on revenues for the state's 23 counties and Baltimore City. Data categories are slightly 
different from West Virginia's. A review of data from the state's FY2016 report shows significant growth 
in AFNHA's two counties' tourism economy. Additionally, in the fall of 2020, the Maryland Heritage 
Areas Authority (MHAA) released a report documenting the economic and societal contribution of 
Maryland's 13 state-certified heritage areas and their visitors across the state. The two AFNHA counties, 
Allegany (Passages of the Western Potomac) and Garrett (Mountain Maryland Gateway to the West), 
both showed significant economic impact from tourism. 
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West Virginia's Tourism Regions 

The West Virginia Department of Tourism divides the state into nine tourism regions, five of which 
include portions of AFNHA. Each region is promoted on the state's tourism website with featured 
itineraries. The fact that these five regions do not align with the AFNHA boundaries, and each region 
except for the Potomac Highlands includes counties outside of AFNHA, complicates AFNHA’s branding 
and messaging as a tourism destination. The five regions that include portions of the NHA are: 

• Mountain Lakes – Braxton, Nicholas, Upshur, Webster (outside AFNHA: Clay, Gilmer, Lewis)

• New River / Greenbrier Valley – Greenbrier (outside AFNHA: Fayette, McDowell, Mercer,
Monroe, Raleigh, Summers, Wyoming)

• Potomac Highlands – Grant, Hampshire, Hardy, Mineral, Pendleton, Pocahontas, Randolph,
Tucker

• Eastern Panhandle – Morgan (outside AFNHA: Berkeley, Jefferson)

• Mountaineer Country – Barbour, Preston (outside AFNHA: Doddridge, Harrison, Marion,
Monongalia, Taylor)

Maryland's Tourism Regions 

Maryland's tourism office highlights 12 cities / regions on its website. Maryland's two counties in the 
AFNHA region are located in the state's Western Region.  Both counties have additional promotional
brands: 

• Allegany County – The county's tourism website promotes the county as the Mountain Side of
Maryland. The county also includes a state-certified heritage area, Passages of the Western
Potomac Heritage Area.

• Garrett County – The chamber of commerce promotes The Deep Creek Experience. The county
is also a state-certified heritage area, Mountain Maryland Gateway to the West Heritage Area.

Community / County Tourism Offices 

The promotional activities of the 19 community or county tourism offices in the AFNHA region vary 
greatly depending on the number of staff and funding capacity (for complete listing, see Appendix E: 
Partners). All of these act as Direct Marketing Organizations (DMO) for their own county or city, engage 
in social media promotion, and maintain a website. Those with higher funding levels have more staff 
and, in some cases, contract with an advertising agency to assist in developing promotions and tracking 
success. In West Virginia these are known as Convention and Visitors Bureaus (CVB). In most cases they 
are funded from lodging tax collected at the city or county level.  

Cultural Heritage Tourism Support 

The West Virginia Department of Tourism supports cultural heritage tourism sites by reaching out to 
these sites and inviting them to participate in their comprehensive tourism marketing and development 
efforts across the state. The state agency has devoted specific sections of its website and publications to 
highlighting cultural and historic sites, such as museums, national historic trails, and culinary traditions. 
Additionally, programs such as the West Virginia Main Street Program help communities develop 
tourism based on cultural and historic assets. The West Virginia Department of Arts, Culture, and History 
also provides grant funding for projects that preserve and highlight the state’s historic and cultural 
resources, many of which play a role in tourism experiences 

The Maryland Heritage Areas Program is overseen by the Maryland Heritage Areas Authority and 
administered by the Maryland Historical Trust. The program focuses specifically on heritage tourism and 
includes the two previously mentioned state-certified heritage areas that are within the AFNHA 
boundaries - Passages of the Western Potomac in Allegany County and Mountain Maryland in Garrett 
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County. Local partners operating these heritage areas are eligible for grants, tax credits, and loans to 
support tourism projects through the Heritage Areas Authority. 

Major Destinations and Gateways 
Current tourism within AFNHA is accessed through gateways and potential gateways leading into the 
area, and is focused primarily around major destinations. Understanding and leveraging these 
opportunities can help to expand visitation across the area.  

With interstate highway access to AFNHA mostly along the outskirts of the region, gateways into the 
interior are important. Most of the interior of the area is reached only by two-lane mountain highways, 
presenting a challenge for transportation, but also an opportunity for outstanding experiences. Primary 
gateways to the region include Cumberland, Maryland, and Lewisburg, West Virginia. These two cities 
have active cultural arts scenes, retain a strong sense of place downtown, and provide highway access to 
AFNHA. They also have major attractions nearby – one end of the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National 
Historical Park is located in Cumberland, and the famed Greenbrier Resort is near Lewisburg. Preston 
County – near to, and promoted in conjunction with, Morgantown, Arthurdale, the Cheat River, and 
Coopers Rock State Forest – stands out as a gateway to the northwest, and Sutton, along Interstate 79, 
has high potential as a more southerly gateway. Corridor H (U.S. Route 33 / 48) is a major route across 
the center of the area, and is mostly four-lane with some sections still under construction. When the 
Mountain Skyway Center is completed in Moorefield, that eastern gateway, on U.S. Route 48 as a direct 
route from Washington DC, will gain additional significance for the NHA, especially with its emphasis on 
tourism and traditional arts and craft. Other interior routes pass through Thomas, Davis, Canaan Valley, 
and Elkins, with Buckhannon at the western gateway. A major north-south road is U.S. Route 219 from 
Lewisburg, through Elkins, to Garrett County. This two-lane road offers a fascinating and varied driving 
experience. Other north-south highways parallel this following the valleys and ridges of the Allegheny 
Mountains.  

The active community of Buckhannon is one of the western gateways to AFNHA. (Credit: Robert Skinner) 

Beyond the communities, major destination hubs based on AFNHA’s most popular activities already 
attract visitors. These include the one million-acre Monongahela National Forest and its many special 
places such as the Spruce Knob Seneca Rocks National Recreation Area, wilderness areas, The Highland 
Scenic Highway, and 800 miles of trails. The Monongahela National Forest anchors the region, and 
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along with Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, Snowshoe Resort, and major state parks and forests 
within or near the Monongahela, provides a major destination for outdoor recreation and exploration.  

Cass Scenic Railroad State Park has the most extensive collection of intact resources to help interpret the 
railroad and logging boom story. With train rides by the Durbin and Greenbrier Valley Railroad, coupled 
with connectivity to Snowshoe Resort and newly designated Snowshoe Highlands Ride Center, the Mon, 
and the Greenbrier River Trail this area plays a unique, multi-opportunity role in the region.  

The Canaan Valley area is another gem, with the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, Blackwater 
Falls State Park, Canaan Valley Resort State Park and Timberline ski resorts, and booming small town 
resurgence based on recreation and the arts in Davis and Thomas, all surrounded by some of the most 
popular areas on the National Forest.  

Other recreational hubs include Garrett County, with Deep Creek Lake and Wisp Resort, and the 
Greenbrier Resort, near Lewisburg’s cultural activities. All of these are increasingly becoming successful 
year-round destinations, a trend which continued through the pandemic as people desired to be 
outdoors. As a result, the communities in the orbit of these resorts are among those that have the most 
tourism development activities underway.  

Elkins serves as a central hub for AFNHA, as the largest West Virginia city in the region, and located at 
the intersection of major routes. It has heritage and cultural attractions, significant community synergy, 
and has long been a gateway to the Monongahela, Canaan Valley, and Snowshoe areas. Elkins is where 
the main AFHA Inc. office is located, along with the Appalachian Forest Discovery Center.  

Gateway programs are a way to connect parks and other large tourism attractions with the communities 
that support them. In the NHA, Cumberland is the western anchor of the Canal Towns Partnership (CTP), 
formed in 2011 with the goal of generating mutually beneficial economic activity in the towns along the 
C&O Canal National Historical Park. Based on a similar model, the Mon Forest Towns initiative 
collectively promotes 10 gateway communities to the Monongahela National Forest, to benefit 
recreation economy development. This program is discussed more below under outdoor recreation 
opportunities, and in Chapter 5.  

Visitation – Audiences and Interests 
Travel during the COVID pandemic shifted to outdoor activities on a national scale, a trend that has 
been documented in West Virginia and Maryland. As COVID continues to influence travel decisions for 
the foreseeable future, research shows that travelers continue to look for the types of experiences found 
in the AFNHA region. A national study conducted in January 2022 found that Americans who plan to 
travel will prioritize having fun (75.8%), relaxing (69.2%), finding happiness (64.1%), and escaping stress 
(60.9%). They will seek travel experiences that include spending time with loved ones, enjoying nature 
and scenic beauty, engaging in warm weather outdoor activities, taking road trips, visiting national parks, 
and finding new cuisine and food experiences.4 

As part of the AFNHA management planning process, a survey was distributed to tourism agencies as 
well as several heritage attractions. The survey was designed to gather baseline information to 
understand what attracts visitors to the area, where they come from, and how potential visitors are 
reached. Fifteen community / county tourism agencies completed the survey as well as eight other 
tourism promoters (heritage attractions, historical society, etc.). In addition, a follow-up meeting was 
held with tourism promoters to discuss responses and gather additional information. The top states of 
visitor origin identified by survey respondents are West Virginia, Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania.  

4 https://www.destinationanalysts.com/blog-update-on-american-travel-trends-sentiment-week-of-january-3rd/, 
accessed January 31, 2022. 
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The Maryland Office of Tourism Development's research shows the majority of tourists statewide are 
Maryland residents traveling within their home state (44% of day-trippers and 25% of overnight 
travelers). Similarly, the West Virginia Department of Tourism's research shows the majority of tourists 
statewide are West Virginia residents (32% of day-trippers and 20% of overnight travelers). 

Tourism leaders identified natural assets and outdoor recreation opportunities as the primary reason 
visitors travel to the area (56%), followed by visiting friends and family (20%) and enjoying cultural and 
heritage assets (12%). It should be noted that travelers in the “visiting friends and family” category may 
also be engaging in activities in the other two categories. Top activities related to natural assets and 
experiencing the outdoors were fishing, scenic / historic landscape driving tours, camping, hiking, and 
hunting. Top activities related to cultural and heritage assets were visiting history museums, attending 
festivals, touring downtowns / Main Streets, and enjoying arts and traditional craft. 

Audiences that AFNHA tourism leaders would like to attract include families with young children, 
couples, individual travelers, senior groups, baby boomers, school groups, and business travelers. 
Chapter 3, Goal 2: Share the Stories of Our Forest Heritage (interpretive plan) includes the strategy, 
"Provide Interpretation to Diverse Audiences Based on the AFNHA Interpretive Matrix." The strategy 
addresses these target audiences and others, including visitors with niche interests or those with 
accessibility challenges.  

Goal 3: Support Sustainable Tourism and Economic 
Development to Benefit Communities 
Sustainable tourism objectives and strategies in this chapter were developed through the study of 
current research on visitor audiences, activities, and marketing campaigns. The process included several 
meetings with tourism leaders in the AFNHA region and at the state tourism offices, engagement in task 
groups, public meetings, the Community Exchange, stakeholder interviews, and discussions with partner 
organizations. The following section presents these objectives and strategies and discusses the role of 
AFNHA and partners in implementation. 

Visitors prepare to board the Tygart Flyer at the Elkins Depot. (Credit: David Ede) 
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Provide Support for Tourism in AFNHA 
The management planning process confirmed that AFNHA is primarily known among its partners for its 
AmeriCorps program. As discussed in this chapter, AFNHA's counties are organized and promoted in a 
variety of ways by the West Virginia Department of Tourism and the Maryland Tourism Office, which do 
not yet capitalize on the existence of an NHA. Additionally, of the 19 tourism agencies in the region, 
only one includes the AFNHA logo on its website.  

Strategy: Understand and support the tourism industry 
AFHA Inc.'s new leadership role in managing the Highlands Creative Economy Group (detailed in 
Chapter 5) and its pilot tourism grant program will elevate awareness of the NHA beyond the 
AmeriCorps program and create opportunities to work with tourism partners to include AFNHA in their 
marketing. Building relationships with tourism partners depends on an understanding of each agency's 
capacity. AFHA Inc.'s intention to eventually place field staff across the region could help build capacity 
where it is needed. 

AFHA Inc. will further assume a role as a tourism partner by joining and participating in the West Virginia 
Hospitality and Tourism Association, the West Virginia Association of CVBs, the Maryland Tourism 
Coalition, and other professional tourism organizations. Through these organizations and other 
partnerships, AFHA Inc. will support the tourism industry's infrastructure needs, including expanded 
broadband and affordable housing (following AFHA Inc.'s policies). 

Tourism offices in West Virginia and Maryland are essential to a successful tourism network. The 
Maryland Office of Tourism Development identifies AFNHA as a primary tourism development 
opportunity to "develop products and programs that link and showcase Maryland's differentiating visitor 
experiences and business."5 West Virginia's Department of Tourism has expressed interest in working 
with AFNHA as a promotion and development opportunity. AFHA Inc. will contact West Virginia's other 
NHA coordinating entities in Wheeling National Heritage Area and National Coal Heritage Area to learn 
how they work with the state tourism office and to explore opportunities for the three NHAs to work 
collaboratively with the state tourism office to develop promotional campaigns. 

Supporting the tourism industry depends on understanding current trends, issues, and opportunities. 
Therefore, AFNHA will undertake three types of research and monitoring: 

• In the planning process, tourism partners expressed a strong interest in AFHA Inc.'s assistance in
filtering the many state and national studies and reports about tourism, and providing updates
on national and state travel trends. Tracking will include major travel trends but will focus
specifically on trends related to the region's targeted audiences and travel to West Virginia and
Maryland. This information can be shared in the AFNHA information clearinghouse.

• Because a primary role for AFNHA will be telling the region's stories through new or enhanced
interpretation, events, or activities, understanding the visitor experience is essential. AFHA Inc.
will work with partners to develop a process for gathering information on the visitor experience,
focusing on historic, cultural, and natural assets and outdoor recreation and the visitor activities
and products based on these assets. In addition, information can be gathered on satisfaction
with visitor amenities, such as internet access, lodging, signage, dining, and shopping. This
information will provide a critical foundation for program and project development by AFHA Inc.
and its partners.

5 Maryland Tourism Development Board and the Office of Tourism Development, “Fiscal Year 2021 Tourism 

Marketing and Development Plan,” (2021). 
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• Finding and retaining employees and volunteers is an ongoing challenge with many tourism
destinations. AFHA Inc. will conduct research – or gather and compile existing research – on
employee and volunteer capacity in the region. This data will aid tourism partners in identifying
where employees and volunteers can be found and where there are gaps in the tourism
products, and the available employees and volunteers to staff these products.

Strategy: Convene tourism attractions, businesses, and organizations to work together on 
tourism and creative economy collaboration 
Partner organization Eastern West Virginia Community and Technical College (Eastern) established the 
Potomac Highlands Creative Economy collaboration to connect and provide training for community and 
tourism entities in the Potomac Highlands Counties. While AFHA Inc. had originally been one of many 
partners, in 2021 this partnership with Eastern was strengthened, and AFHA Inc. took on a leadership 
role with the networking aspects of this initiative, and expanded it to all AFNHA counties, while Eastern 
continues a primary responsibility as training provider.  

The main venue for this program is a monthly, virtual Creative Economy Council meeting discussing 
topics of interest and sharing updates from participants. This is attended by tourism organizations, 
businesses and attractions from around the region. Eastern provides training workshops on topics such 
as media marketing, lodging and business development, and COVID recovery strategies, and an annual 
Tourism Summit combines training and networking. More information on the Highlands Creative 
Economy Program to establish AFNHA as a regional tourism destination is found in this chapter. 
Chapters 5 and 6 discuss this partnership as a major program for AFNHA.  

Develop and Promote AFNHA as a Regional Tourism Destination 
Building on partnerships and communication established through the previous objective, AFHA Inc. will 
create awareness of the 18-county NHA as a regional tourism destination through branding, marketing, 
and product development initiatives.  

Strategy: Build brand recognition for AFNHA 
An effective brand encompasses a slate of communications tools that create a compelling, unified look 
and message about a tourism destination. AFHA Inc. uses several of these tools, including a logo, 
website, newsletter, collateral materials, and social media. An updated version of the logo will be 
introduced in conjunction with this management plan. Visitors to the website are greeted with an 
invitation to “Discover the Appalachian Forest.”  

AFHA Inc. will develop toolkits and tips sheets to encourage the use of key messaging and the AFNHA 
brand. These resources will include design guidelines for the appropriate use of branding materials. The 
brand identity elements will also be applicable for AFNHA projects, such as a regional wayfinding 
program or a digital app that provides history, culture, nature, forestry stories, and places visitors can 
experience them. 

AFHA Inc. will continue to expand the reach of its monthly newsletter. Additionally, AFHA Inc. will 
develop new social media campaigns and add information to the website on travel opportunities to 
market to potential visitors directly. New tourism experiences developed by partners will be shared 
through promotional channels. 

AFHA Inc. will also take a leadership role in reaching out to travel media (collaborating with the two state 
tourism offices whenever possible) to build relationships, host familiarization tours, and increase media 
coverage. 
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Strategy: Market AFNHA as a regional destination 
While currently most of the AFNHA tourism partners market their own counties, and state tourism offices 
use their own regions, as AFNHA is branded more effectively, and awareness of the NHA is 
strengthened, this can contribute to joint marketing of the region. West Virginia Department of Tourism 

and Maryland Tourism Office will help market AFNHA as 
a regional destination, and will help to build AFNHA 
destination marketing as the branding and regional 
networking elements described throughout this chapter 
are implemented. This promotion can support and link 
individual counties and tourism regions, while 

encouraging tourists to come to the NHA as their destination. Expansion of marketing both by individual 
partners, and collectively, can use traditional media, word of mouth, and virtual communication to raise 
awareness of AFNHA as a region and a destination. 

Strategy: Make trip planning through AFNHA easy for visitors 
Today's travelers have high expectations for accessing information and assistance when planning and 
taking a trip. Travelers expect to find information in many places – through social media, websites, 
printed guides and brochures, exhibits, and direct assistance from knowledgeable visitor center hosts. 

Creating a strong presence for AFNHA at local visitor centers will be a priority, using a program that 
invites tourists to Discover AFNHA Here. The program will be designed to create a complete circle of 
information, including publications, websites, and visitor centers. As the program grows, it will also 
include other places such as attractions, restaurants, or lodging establishments. Likely elements to this 
program are: 

• Print materials – A new AFNHA brochure introducing the area as a destination is a top priority.
This will be supplemented with other materials such as thematic or itinerary brochures, rack
cards, or map guides, that build on information also available digitally.

• Exhibits – Each participating visitor center will feature an exhibit with a map, pictures, and
information about things to see and do in AFNHA.

• Host training – Visitor center hosts will receive training, including routes, communities, and
attractions in AFNHA.

• "Ask Me" – "Ask Me How to Discover the Appalachian Forest" buttons will be made for visitor
center hosts, and signs will be placed at the information counter.

• AFNHA Info Emblem – The logo can be placed next to listings in tourism publications or
websites to alert tourists and encourage them to stop at the visitor center to get more
information.

Strategy: Connect AFNHA with a Wayfinding System 
A unified wayfinding system will help visitors to AFNHA discover special places throughout the region, 
creating a memorable experience and a positive lasting impression. The system will identify specific 
areas or corridors and provide connectivity for scenic corridors, pedestrian and bicycle trails, and primary 
and secondary travel routes, both highway and off-road. Coordination with the Mon Forest Towns 
Initiative will be a critical element of planning. Mon Forest Towns is developing a wayfinding program to 
direct visitors to and from gateway communities to the Monongahela National Forest. AFNHA can 
expand and support this project, using new and existing gateways as springboards for destination travel. 

“We need to market and brand the 
AFNHA as a place to experience. The 

assets are here.“ 
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AFHA Inc.'s planning process will focus on developing a system that can assist with navigation but not 
overwhelm the area's rural sense of place. The system will help reinforce the unique identity of AFNHA, 
which is found in nature and in the independent, unique communities in the region. Although large 
destinations in AFNHA, such as the Monongahela National Forest and Snowshoe Mountain Resort, have 
the resources to create signage and other marketing tools to attract significant visitation, AFNHA's 
wayfinding system will be particularly helpful in promoting the presence of smaller destinations such as 
history museums, shops, restaurants, and entertainment venues.  

AFNHA will create logical circulation routes and itineraries that bundle attractions and experiences to 
help visitors understand and appreciate the larger story of the region. Such an endeavor will include 
identifying gateway communities and trail communities along the circulation routes. Additionally, AFHA 
Inc. will support tourism partner sites and communities to improve transportation infrastructure such as 
bike and pedestrian access, parking, and streetscapes. Supplemental wayfinding tools may also be 
developed, including apps, digital and paper guides, collateral materials for thematic itineraries, and 
informational wayside kiosks. 

Strategy: Develop a regional network of attractions and experiences connecting 
AFNHA's sustainable tourism opportunities 
AFNHA features a wide array of existing and potential tourism attractions, recreation opportunities, and 
cultural experiences for visitors. This is the tourism product that AFNHA can market. However, in many 
cases, a stand-alone attraction is not enough to entice visitors to travel a great distance. By supporting 
the development of additional attractions, and connecting the attractions, opportunities, and 
experiences, AFNHA will create a larger destination that will attract visitors, encourage them to stay 
longer, and come back again. As AFNHA's brand and partnership network grow stronger, AFHA Inc. will 
take a leadership role in connecting tourism sites to create this larger destination that provides a wide 
range of visitor experiences.  

Proposed gateway identity sign as one element in a regional branding and wayfinding system 
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This will be accomplished by creating and connecting a variety of tourism opportunities. These priorities 
include: 

• Support the enhancement, development, and improvement of potential tourism attractions and
opportunities as described previously in Chapter 2 enhance assets, Chapter 3 – interpretation,
and in the section below “develop products and activities.”

• Provide support for sites to meet tourism quality criteria both in the stories and experiences they
share, and in providing needed services such as reliable hours, signage, parking, and restrooms.

• Connect sites to create a larger destination using products such as thematic story maps that link
sites of similar interest; suggested itineraries to reach sites of interest along a route; and / or
clusters or hub and spoke guides to lead visitors to multiple attractions reachable from one
community. Attractions may be grouped for a variety of interests, such as historical topics,
traditional arts or music, natural landmarks, to learn about the forest or agriculture, and local
foods and restaurants.

• Create an AFNHA-branded passport program and challenges (e.g., 10 stops to get a prize) to
encourage visitors to explore more areas than they might otherwise visit.

• Work with tourism partners to create and promote travel packages for individual travelers,
families, and group tours.

• Assist tourism partners to expand personnel (staff, volunteers,) to increase hours and days of
operation in order to accommodate more visitors and generate additional income.

This AFNHA destination will be promoted and strengthened by: 

• Expanding visitor center functions in The Appalachian Forest Discovery Center, located in Elkins
and managed by AFHA Inc. to provide tourism information for the entire region.

• Encouraging the network of tourism bureaus and attractions to become familiar with the area's
resources in order to cross-promote and lengthen visitors' stays.

• Supplementing existing visitor information centers with interpretation / information kiosks
located at multiple sites and gateways.

AFNHA is using Story Maps for thematic maps that describe and link sites of similar themes. 
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Strategy: Enhance accessibility 
In Goal 2: Share the Stories of Our Forest Heritage (Chapter 3), tourists with accessibility challenges are 
identified as a target audience. According to the Centers for Disease Control, 26% of adults in the 
United States have some type of disability. This may include physical, visual, hearing, learning, and 
language challenges. A 2020 study found that more than 27 million people with disabilities traveled in 
the United States during 2018-2019 and spent $58.7 billion.6  

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires the accommodation of people with disabilities, but 
accessibility standards are often not fully adhered to by historic sites or outdoor recreation providers. In 
some cases this is due to inherent difficulties of the activity, but often it is more due to lack of 
information or cost. Recognizing the desire to welcome these visitors, AFNHA will assist tourism 
attractions (e.g., historic sites, downtowns, outdoor activities, and small businesses such as restaurants 
and shops) to improve accessibility. AFHA Inc. can help through providing information, resources, 
partnering with leading organizations such as Open Door Organization or Adaptive Adventures, and 
sharing guidance from federal and state ADA resources to achieve this goal. 

Develop and Promote Sustainable Tourism Products and Activities 
When cultural heritage travelers take a trip, the primary reason is to experience a destination's history 
and culture, and in addition, many leisure travelers also include cultural and heritage activities in their 
itineraries. The 2013 Cultural Heritage Traveler Report (Mandala Research LLC) found that cultural 
heritage travelers: 

• Prefer to take trips that offer a wide variety of activities (culture / shopping / nature / exercise)
(76%)

• Like to purchase local / regional memorabilia (73%)

• Enjoy tasting local food and wines (70%)

• Seek travel experiences where the destination, its buildings, and surroundings retain their
historic character (63%)

• Want travel to be educational, and they like to explore and learn about local culture (56%)

Strategy: Develop heritage, culture, nature-based activities and tourism products 
An essential component of successful cultural heritage tourism is the effort to preserve and conserve 
historic assets, cultural traditions, and natural resources. Strategies addressing this component are found 
in Chapter 2: Goal 1: Enhance Forest Heritage Assets.  

With the preservation and conservation of resources, AFNHA will also focus on developing a variety of 
culture, heritage and nature tourism products and activities. Authentic sites to see and experience are at 
the heart of sustainable tourism. The region already offers a wide variety of attractions, and many more 
assets have potential, if developed further, to become visitor attractions. In many cases this includes 
telling the stories connected to the place, as described in Chapter 3. Therefore, one priority focus for 
AFNHA will be on the enhancement of existing attractions and developing new attractions to share 
stories of forest heritage.  

6 The 2020 Market Study on Travelers with Disabilities, Open Door Organization, https://opendoorsnfp.org/, 
accessed January 31, 2022. 
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Opportunities identified in Chapter 3's strategy – Develop interpretive products and programs that 
effectively connect AFNHA themes with audiences – include programs offering personally guided tours 
and presentations, self-guided products such as exhibits, signs, brochures, and recorded media (see 
Chapter 3 for complete descriptions). 

Task group feedback during planning emphasized the importance of active experiences for visitors. In 
addition to interpretive programs and tours, experiences such as engaging in cultural activities, rainy day 
activities, participating in events, and exploring shopping and eating in communities are important 
opportunities for visitor activity. Local products such as craft and art to see and purchase, and local foods 
restaurants, farmers’ markets and agri-tourism sites are all products that will enhance the visitor’s 
experience.  

New products and programs will be developed to engage visitors within AFNHA. Special attention will 
be given to developing activities for children, pre-teens, and teens in order to attract families. 
Additionally, new products and programs will be designed with cross-over interpretation to encourage 
visitors to explore new activities. For example, visitors to AFNHA who hike mountain trails may also be 
interested in taking a guided or self-guided tour, or visiting a museum to learn about the history of the 
area. Products and programs may include: 

• Create new, and enhance and refresh existing, exhibits, signs, and other products, as well as
programs and tours that reflect AFNHA themes, as described in Chapter 3.

• Develop tours and experiences highlighting forest heritage, forest management, and forest
products, including factory tours.

• Support recreation sites, museums, historic sites, and other tourism partners to develop
participatory programs to engage in cultural traditions, including music and dance, farm and
foodways, traditional craft, and other activities.

• Create new rainy day activities to offer at museums, historic sites, or indoors at parks or other
recreational sites.

• Support the development and availability of locally made products, including forest products,
local foods, arts, and craft.

Strategy: Enhance and improve availability and quality of tourism sites 
AFHA Inc. will establish quality and accessibility criteria for tourism partner sites to be eligible for 
AFNHA branding and AFHA Inc. direct assistance. AFNHA will also provide assistance to sites in 
meeting these criteria and building capacity to offer a quality tourism experience. This may include 
expanding and supporting transportation and visitor services infrastructure, as well as supporting 
availability and reliable hours of operation. Support may include recognition, training, technical 
assistance, AmeriCorps support, and grant eligibility to build tourism capacity for sites.  

Develop and Promote Outdoor Recreation Opportunities 
Strategy: Develop and enhance outdoor recreation opportunities for a variety 
of activities and audiences 
As described earlier, outdoor recreation is a major activity throughout the Appalachian Forest region, 
enjoyed by large numbers of local residents and visitors. Hunting and fishing, camping, hiking and 
biking, birdwatching, outdoor photography, boating, swimming, canoeing, kayaking, rafting, rock 
climbing, caving, and skiing all contribute to the economic value – and the appreciation – of the natural 
forest in the area. 
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To immerse themselves in nature, most Americans 
must leave home. A 2020 report estimated that 
83% of the US population lives in urban areas, up 
from 64% in 1950. This number is projected to 
reach 89% by 2050.7 For ecotourism, the 
implications are clear. Areas that conserve their 
natural resources and traditional heritage (nature, 
culture, history) can benefit economically from 
accommodating visitors. A survey of tourism 
agency leaders during the AFNHA management 
planning process found that the region's natural 
assets and outdoor recreation opportunities are the 
primary reason visitors travel to the area.  

Maryland and West Virginia recently completed 
comprehensive outdoor recreation plans that 
include discussion of the importance of tourism 
to the economy. West Virginia's plan observes 

7 “U.S. Cities Fact Sheet.” Pub. No. CSS09-06, Center for Sustainable Systems, University of Michigan, (2020). 
8 West Virginia Development Office, West Virginia Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan: 2020-2025, 
(2020). 
9 Maryland Department of Natural Resources and Maryland Department of Commerce, Maryland Outdoor 
Recreation Commission Final Report, (December 2019). 
10 https://www.recreation.gov/camping/campgrounds/232019?tab=info, accessed January 30, 2022. 

Hiking is a favorite AFNHA activity.
(Credit: Canaan Valley Resort)

the state's "economic base has been in transition 
for a number of years from traditional mining and 
manufacturing to small business and tourism / leisure development…tourism based on outdoor 
recreation has the potential to broaden and deepen in the future. The state's environmental 
attractiveness, low population density, and high connectivity to half of the nation's population are likely 
to sustain and increase demands for future development of the state's outdoor assets for both residents 
and visitors."8 Maryland's plan notes, "Outdoor recreation is an economic engine in the state of 
Maryland. Given that key outdoor recreation destinations are within a four-hour drive of major 
metropolitan areas in the mid-Atlantic (New York, Philadelphia, and Washington DC) and the Midwest 
(Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Columbus), there is substantial potential for Maryland to increase its share of 
the outdoor recreation economy."9 

The Mon Forest draws 1.3 million visitors annually who use the land for recreation as well as subsistence 
and other resource use.10 A key partner for AFHA Inc. in supporting the development of tourism and 
outdoor recreation, and focus on recreation economies, is the Mon Forest Towns Partnership formed to 
promote 10 gateway communities to the National Forest. Participating towns are Cowen (Webster 
County); Davis, Parsons, and Thomas (Tucker County); Elkins (Randolph County); Franklin (Pendleton 
County); Marlinton (Pocahontas County); Petersburg (Grant County); Richwood (Nicholas County); and 
White Sulphur Springs (Greenbrier County). Partner organizations in addition to the Monongahela 
National Forest are USDA Rural Development, West Virginia University Extension, and Woodlands 
Development Group, with partial funding from Benedum Foundation.  

While much of the focus of the Mon Forest Towns Partnership is on recreation and tourism development, 
one clear goal is marketing – promote the uniqueness of the Mon Forest Towns and recreation 
opportunities in the region through collaborative regional marketing. Mon Forest Towns maintains a 
website (https://monforesttowns.com/) and a social media presence which connects visitors to the Mon 
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Forest with the many attractions and activities in 
communities surrounding the forest. The website 
features information on each of the ten towns as well 
as resources for visitors with disabilities and 
suggestions for places to find visitor services. 

Strategies for conservation and enhancement of 
recreation sites are discussed further in Chapter 2. 
Development includes attention to variety and 
diversity of year-round outdoor recreation 
possibilities for people of all ages and all abilities. 
While attention to providing a quality user experience 
for dedicated trail users is vital, it is also important to 
encourage and provide opportunities for beginners, 
families, and those looking for broader types of 
recreation experiences.  

Across the AFNHA region, parks, trails, and other 
outdoor recreation sites are supported by 
environmental organizations, watershed and trail 
organizations and volunteer groups who are invested 
in this work. These are important partners for AFNHA 

to promote and enhance outdoor recreation opportunities -- many of them are described in Chapter 5. 
Working with these partners and others, AFNHA can support the development and promotion of 
outdoor recreation opportunities for audiences of all ages and abilities. 

Strategy: Expand available visitor services and information for the recreation economy 
Understanding that the visitor experience comprises three stages: pre-visit, visit, and post-visit. AFNHA 
will work to reach visitors in each stage. 

In the pre-visit stage, as potential visitors consider options and select a destination, AFNHA will support 
partners and collaborate to create a presence for the region and its outdoor recreation opportunities. 
Research from the West Virginia Department of Tourism and the Maryland Tourism Office found that the 
majority of tourists statewide are residents traveling in their home state. With this in mind, AFNHA 
partners will develop new marketing campaigns to reach residents in the region and throughout both 
states. Additionally, visitors from nearby urban areas such as Washington DC, Pittsburgh, and Cleveland 
will be the focus of targeted "get away from the city" campaigns.   

An AFNHA assessment can identify needs for enhancement and maintenance of trails, access points, 
wayfinding signs, and other outdoor recreation resources. For visitors arriving in the region seeking 
outdoor recreation experiences, AFNHA will work with trail ambassadors at recreation sites to provide 
information about trails and other activities. AFNHA will also support an increase in experts, guides, and 
outfitters (creating new jobs for the region) to help visitors more easily access and enjoy outdoor 
recreation activities. AFHA Inc. is supporting the Mon Towns Forest Partnership with AmeriCorps 
members who are coordinating events and activities to promote outdoor recreation to visitors and 
residents. AFHA Inc. also currently has an AmeriCorps position focused on recreational tourism to 
develop a hiking challenge program and other hiking experiences and to develop outdoor experience 
tour products, story maps, and packages.  

Encouraging recreation-based businesses, such as 
this bike shop in Marlinton, is a priority for Mon 
Forest Towns and for AFNHA.  
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Post-visit, AFNHA will seek to maintain a connection to these visitors through social media, newsletters, 
and other communications to announce new events, programs, and other outdoor recreation 
opportunities.  

Strategy: Connect interpretation with recreation 
AFNHA's interpretive themes are centered on telling the stories of forest heritage from the land and 
ecosystems, to the unique Appalachian culture, and to the industries that have built economies from the 
forest over generations. Stories of the forest are told through exhibits in museums and interpretive 
signage along some trails. AFNHA's permanent exhibit at the Appalachian Forest Discovery Center in 
Elkins traces the stories of the forest and the impact of humans on the forest, based on AFNHA themes. 
Often interpretation is seen as separate from action-oriented recreation such as trails. One way to build a 
more robust destination is to find connections and cross-over between interpretive and recreation 
experiences.  

AFNHA will work with outdoor recreation partners to extend interpretation in appropriate ways to 
highlight the history in the mountain forests and cultures. By sharing how historic events shaped the 
region's trails and waterways, AFNHA can enhance the experiences of hikers, bikers, hunters, paddlers, 
and others users while deepening their appreciation of the landscape and the people and industries that 
shaped it. For many outdoor enthusiasts, it is not just the natural beauty that draws them to a place but 
also its history. In addition, interpretation about the natural environment can add value to the recreation 
experience. Relatively easy trails and boardwalks with interpretive signage can be an introduction to area 
for hikers and trail users, while being accessible to less action-oriented visitors to give them an 
experience in the landscape. AFNHA will develop interpretive media for trail users to have outdoor 
experiences that go beyond physical engagement. These interpretive overlays will be shared through 
signage where appropriate, and more broadly on website, social media, and other digital interpretive 
platforms, as well as linking to other resources. Similarly, historic sites, usually focusing on interpretation, 
can add trails and recreational activities for visitors seeking more activity such as the new hiking trail at 
Rich Mountain Battlefield. This will engage heritage visitors more actively and allow them to explore, as 
well as learn about, the historic sites they are experiencing.  

Forest Service employee shows visitors a map model of the Monongahela National Forest at Seneca Rocks 
Discovery Center.  
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Support Community Economic Development 
and Build Social Capital  
National Heritage Areas are powerful tools for regional economic development. History and heritage, 
which are blind to governmental jurisdictions or lines drawn on a map, serve as the organizing factors for 
NHAs. By erasing boundaries and deconstructing barriers, the positive power and effectiveness of 
partnership networks comprised of organizations, businesses, communities, and governments gain far 
more benefits as they work for the greater good of NHA regions. As such, NHAs help communities 
diversify their economies, reducing the dependence on dominant business or industry.  

Their focus on heritage assets leads to the creation of 
new jobs and the sustaining of existing jobs within the 
tourism, construction, arts, administrative, and service 
sectors. Throughout the country, NHA investments in 
community projects – whether they are physical 
projects like trails, riverfronts, historic buildings, or 
programmatic projects in education or interpretation – 
have additional benefits in enhancing community 
spirit, building community pride, and improving upon 
the quality of life of a place. 

Strategy: Support community development on local and regional level 
AFNHA communities benefit from the creative talents of the AFNHA partnership network to build upon 
the region's forest heritage assets. The forests of the Appalachian Highlands of Maryland and West 
Virginia provide a stable, traditional, economic base upon which the communities of the 18 counties 
have a long history of progress and sustainability. However, in recent years, the opportunity to use 
traditional craft and forest assets have provided communities with new economic prospects to diversify 
opportunities for the region's residents. These new prospects include arts and craft, performing arts, 
music, storytelling, folklife, foodways, and historic, outdoor, and nature-based recreation. These 
opportunities form the basis of a creative economy for AFNHA, where commercial trade, labor, and 
production co-exist with emerging industries in sustainable tourism, placemaking, and community 
development. Together, these industries – the traditional and the new – will continue to transform 
AFNHA communities into dynamic destinations that attract visitors, create jobs, and generate revenue to 
sustain the region’s economic growth. Many of these same activities enhance the quality of life for those 
who live here, and provide reasons to attract those who chose to stay or move here. 

The AFNHA partnership network will help advance opportunities in the new creative economy for the 
region's businesses and organizations. The partnership will be poised to respond to the needs of the 
communities, working to create opportunities for skill-building and new career paths that ensure the 
adaptability and resiliency of AFNHA communities. 

Some of the ways in which AFNHA will invest in the creative economy are: 

• Supporting economic diversification in the 18-county region, including opportunities for small
businesses and entrepreneurs.

• Supporting job creation in non-traditional industries, such as tourism, arts, and hospitality.

• Helping business and organizations increase revenue or decrease costs by offering skill-building
in non-traditional industries to ensure adaptability and resiliency.

• Providing individuals with skill-building, career opportunities, and economic recovery from job
losses from other industries.

“How can we help people to make a 

good living? One of the things we can do 

is to try to bring in more tourism. Not 

tourism because we want more people, 

but tourism because we want to help our 

folks make a good living.” 
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• Undertaking programs and projects that further enhance the beauty of the region

• Increasing collaboration across jurisdictions by extending partnerships across administrative or
governmental borders that too often impede cooperation or regional economic growth.

• Helping organizations increase capacity and accomplish more through the AFNHA AmeriCorps
program.

Strategy: Support assessment, planning, and community development programs 
Actions to support local community development include many of the support strategies discussed 
elsewhere in the plan. Some specific actions may include: 

• Assess community situations. Each community is different and has its own history, relationship
networks, and ways of working together. Any assistance starts with understanding where the
community is, and what it needs. Leadership should come from, or at least work closely with,
long-standing members of the community.

• Share examples of best practices and what worked elsewhere so communities can see what
might be helpful for their situation. Initiate community conversations, whether in public meetings
or between partner organizations, to establish goals and build synergy.

• Support existing programs and ongoing initiatives such as Main Street and ON TRAC, HubCAP,
Mon Forest Towns, and other community development efforts.

• For lower-capacity communities and organizations without much professional assistance or
established community networks, coaching and one-to-one assistance to build skills and help
people connect with opportunities can be important.

• For communities that already have significant community development activities underway,
meet them where they are and build on the work that is already in place. Building connections to
leverage funding and accomplish / identify projects may be more appropriate action.

Frostburg Main Street is one of eight Main Street designated communities within AFNHA. 
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• AFNHA partners help to build capacity for local communities and organizations, including
assessment, planning, and building social capital.

AFNHA partnership network strategies discussed in relationship to partner organizations, can also help 
with community development. This may include convening, collating information, volunteer 
management, technical assistance, training, AmeriCorps member assistance, grants, and leveraging of 
larger funding pools. These strategies, and others, may each be appropriate as needed in specific 
communities.  

AFNHA connections can help to identify and leverage funding for community projects. The availability of 
additional funding as a designated NHA, with potential for increased annual appropriations, will be of 
great benefit to revenue generation for AFNHA businesses and local governments. Federal NHA dollars 
through the NPS Heritage Partnership Program must be matched by non-federal dollars and can help to 
leverage contributions and grants for community projects. Overall, NHAs have historically leveraged 
federal funds by at least 5:1, with the majority of that leverage coming from creative economy projects 
and programs. There exist many opportunities for funding creative economy projects within AFNHA with 
foundations that have a history of philanthropy within the region, as well as from state level programs, 
and the federal government through agencies such as the Appalachian Regional Commission. 

Strategy: Coordinate workforce and leadership development 
AFNHA partners can encourage local leadership development both for professional staff and volunteer 
leaders. Training, coaching, connecting with peers, and mentorship can all help to increase confidence 
and effectiveness of community leaders. 

Workforce development is also a crucial piece of community development. Broadly speaking this 
includes not only front-line workers, such as for tourism and forest industry jobs, but also support for 
entrepreneurs, small business, nonprofit staff and volunteers, and local government professionals. 
AFNHA will contribute to this by: 

• Helping business and organizations increase revenue or decrease costs by offering skill-building
in non-traditional industries to ensure adaptability and resiliency.

• Providing individuals with skill-building, career opportunities, and economic recovery from job
losses from other industries.

Many of the activities within this plan, such as conservation, historic preservation, education, and cultural 
practices all require a skilled workforce. The AFNHA partnership network will offer opportunities for the 
labor pool to learn skills and gain experience through schools, community colleges, trade groups, 
apprenticeships, AmeriCorps service, skills workshops, and service learning experiences. Networking to 
provide training opportunities and build workforce skills will benefit creative economy, tourism, and 
community development goals.  
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CHAPTER 5 
Connect and Support Partners    
 
As described in the opening section of this management plan, a strong network of partnerships is the 
hallmark of successful NHAs. Generally, the NHA is at the center of this network, facilitating 
collaboration amongst organizations under a wide umbrella that encompasses various interests and 
missions. The AFNHA partnership network is expansive, encompassing organizations and businesses that 
span preservation, conservation, recreation, interpretation, education, cultural traditions, economic 
development, and the forest products industry. Through the existing AFNHA AmeriCorps program, 
grants, other direct support, and engagement of communities, AFHA Inc. will facilitate connections and 
support partners in a variety of ways. 

The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area                  
Partnership Network 
From its roots as an initiative to integrate heritage tourism efforts in the early 2000s to its endeavors as a 
newly minted NHA today, partnerships have been a foundational tenet of AFNHA. Within AFNHA, local, 
state, and federal agencies hold a significant amount of public land. As forest land managers, they are 
directly responsible for conservation, enhancement, interpretation, recreation, and other uses on their 
lands, making them an essential part of the partnership network. In addition, they are important partners 
in many other AFNHA strategies, and are, in turn, supported by other partners. Also of significance are 
the thousands of acres of privately owned forests, much of which are managed through the private 
sector forest products industry. 

Beyond land managers, regional and statewide 
community development organizations have a 
significant footprint and overlapping economic 
development missions. Many umbrella organizations 
lead particular sectors, such as historic preservation, 
cultural conservation, environmental stewardship, 
forest industry, recreation, and tourism interests. 
Historic sites, museums and historical organizations, 
cultural activities and arts organizations; trails and recreation facilities are important local partners. 
Communities, historic downtowns, and the businesses that keep them vital, are essential to the network. 
A healthy partnership network comprised of these public and private entities will enable the region to 
meet the primary goals for AFNHA established through the management planning process, as well the 
NHA's legislated mandates.  

Partners within the AFNHA network focus on a variety of purposes relevant to AFNHA’s mission. These 
are related to the balanced diverse interests specified in AFHA Inc. bylaws and in AFNHA designation 
language, to involve and represent regional agency partners, the forest industry, environmental interests, 
cultural heritage interests, and tourism interests. In discussing roles of AFHA Inc. – the coordinating 
entity – and individual and collective roles of partner agencies and organizations, it is helpful to group 
them in terms of type and focus areas related to diverse interests.  

Many of these organizations and places, along with their roles in the AFNHA partnership network, have 
been mentioned in previous chapters and some primary examples are described in more detail below. 
Appendix E, “Partners,” contains a more comprehensive list of many of the committed formal partners, 
current informal partners, and some of the potential partners likely to engage with implementation of the 

“What’s important about AFNHA? 

Networking – building bridges between 

geographic and interest groups, and 

working together to grow the pie instead 

of compete.” 
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AFNHA management plan. The list notes current and expected types of engagement, including 
potential project funders, and, when relevant, include links to planning documents of partners. This 
chapter’s description and Appendix E list are not intended to be comprehensive or exhaustive, but 
instead highlight the current success, and future potential, for regional collaboration. The AFNHA 
partnership network will remain open to future partnerships that align with the mission, vision, themes, 
and goals of the NHA.  

Public Land Management Partners  
The Monongahela National Forest, U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service 

The foundational federal partner for NHAs is the National Park Service. For AFNHA, the Forest Service is 
an equally important federal agency. Both have a role to play in helping AFNHA develop a regional 
vision based on a shared heritage in which the forest plays a defining role. This relationship with two 
federal agencies with different organizational missions presents AFNHA with unique opportunities. 

The one-million-acre Monongahela National Forest anchors the AFNHA region and is the largest 
landholding among the many federal, state, county, and private forestlands in the central Appalachian 
highlands. As a place with innumerable assets to visit, an industry partner, a focal point for conservation 
and research, and an important source of technical and financial assistance, the Monongahela is a key 
partner in the AFNHA network. 

The Forest Service was established in 1905 to provide quality water and timber to the nation. The Forest 
Service's mission – to sustain the health, diversity, and productivity of the nation's forests and grasslands 
to meet the needs of present and future generations – embodies the priorities of multiple use. Harvest, 
conservation, recreation, research, watershed protection, and technical assistance to private, local, and 
state forestry entities are all part of the multi-faceted mission of the agency. The Forest Service well 
understands the complexity of its mission and the challenges of balancing diverse aspects of this 
mission. 

Also of note is the Shared Stewardship Program, which 
is one of the agency's top priorities. In a 2017 speech, 
Forest Service Chief Tony Tooke discussed the priority 
of promoting shared stewardship by increasing 
partnerships and volunteerism. “We can’t succeed 
alone, and we can’t succeed at all if all we do is focus on 
National Forest System lands. It takes others to help us 
make a difference across the whole landscape. We will 
work with partners and volunteers to accomplish work 
on the nation’s forests, both public and private, in the 

spirit of shared stewardship. As we pursue our conservation goals, we will work with anyone interested – 
with all citizens, from rural and urban communities alike. We will strengthen and expand our partner and 
volunteer programs. Coming together with all citizens across shared landscapes and around shared 
values is critical for the future of conservation.”1 

While Shared Stewardship is initially focused on land management across jurisdictions, it also provides 
important opportunities to work with, and within communities, connect diverse groups with common 
goals, and work through partnerships to enhance outdoor recreation and preserve historic resources. 
One example is the intersection between public lands, sportsmen’s groups, and the forest industry, 
working together to restore early successional habitat for wildlife.  

                                                        
1 U.S. Forest Service, https://www.fs.usda.gov/speeches/five-priorities-forest-service, accessed February 26, 2022. 

"We help people share and enjoy the 
forest while conserving the 

environment for generations to come. 
Some activities are compatible.    

Some are not."1  

Forest Service representative 
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The Monongahela National Forest Supervisor and Leadership Team recognize existing and potential 
mutual benefits in collaborating with AFNHA. The Forest Service's Shared Stewardship focus and the 
AFNHA management planning process present an opportunity to work together towards shared goals. 
Below are several notable points of intersection between AFNHA and the MNF.  

AFHA AmeriCorps members have been serving MNF sub-sponsor sites since 2008, with AmeriCorps 
service assisting with public lands improvement, ecosystems conditions monitoring, environmental 
education, interpretation, and community connections. This partnership is highly successful. Forest 
Service leadership values the work AmeriCorps volunteers have accomplished and intends to continue 
that relationship. 

The success of the AFNHA AmeriCorps partnership with the Monongahela National Forest has been 
recognized by Forest Service partnership honor awards.2 Forest Service leadership understands the 
capacity and feasibility of AFNHA helping to accomplish projects and programs with which they may 
need assistance. This creates a level of trust that opens the door to potential funding when it is available.  

AFHA Inc. has flexibility as a non-federal partner. AFHA Inc. can serve as a fiscal agent for Forest Service-
led grants that must go to a nonprofit organization. In other cases, by obligating federal money to 
partners for a specific purpose, they can have a longer period to carry out specific projects and programs 
than annual appropriations may provide. Also, 
AFHA Inc., as a private nonprofit, has the 
opportunity to raise awareness to further support 
the Forest Service’s mission. 

In the Shared Stewardship model, the Monongahela 
National Forest and AFNHA partners can be 
effective intermediaries to collaborate on carrying 
out elements of the Forest Plan related to 
communities' interests and priorities. AFNHA can 
think creatively about the forest products industry, 
the recreation economy, history, and conservation.  

The 2020 Great American Outdoors Act presents a five-year funding window for national forests, 
national parks, and other federal partners to address critical facilities and infrastructural needs. Although 
the initial focus is on backlog maintenance, there will be opportunities for recreation and conservation 
projects that can benefit the Mon Forest and surrounding counties and communities. Given AFHA Inc.'s 
successful track record with the Mon Forest and its flexibility, the Forest Service will continue to view the 
NHA coordinating entity as a reliable partner. There is a clear opportunity for AFNHA to help identify 
and move forward projects funded under the Great American Outdoors Act.  

National Park Service 

National Park Service (NPS) is the lead federal agency associated with NHAs. Through the Region 1 
Office and the Washington DC NHA Office, NPS provides AFNHA with technical assistance on planning 
and NHA activities, and channels Heritage Partnership Program (HPP) funding appropriated by U.S. 
Congress for National Heritage Area activities. AFHA Inc., the coordinating entity, receives funding 
through a federal financial assistance agreement tied to an annual work plan. NPS has experienced staff 
who are able to provide technical assistance during the implementation of this management plan. 

                                                        
2 U.S. Forest Service, Eastern Region, 2017 Volunteerism and Service Honorable Mention for Preservation 
Partnership of AFHA with Monongahela National Forest Heritage Program and HistoriCorps; 2020 Volunteer and 
Service Award for Cultural Diversity, for AFNHA AmeriCorps partnership including help with the Forest Centennial.  

“In line with the Forest Plan, we are 

putting tremendous emphasis on 

partnering to ensure viability of the      

Mon as a large diverse ecosystem in   

West Virginia.”  

 Forest Service representative 
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In many NHAs, a national park within the region is a key partner and often closely related to the NHA's 
historical and cultural significance. The C&O Canal National Historical Park is the primary NPS presence 
within AFNHA, with a visitor center and park staff in Cumberland, although the park's administrative 
headquarters is in Williamsport, Maryland, outside of AFNHA. The story of the canal ties to the region's 
settlement patterns and economy within the AFNHA Crucible of Isolation interpretive theme, so there 
are partnership opportunities related to the visitors' experience, technical assistance, and interpretation. 
The other NPS partner is through the Gauley River National Recreation Area, which is partially within 
AFNHA in Nicholas County. This NRA is administered by the New River Gorge National Park and 
Preserve, located just south of AFNHA in the neighboring National Coal Heritage Area. This site 
connects to AFNHA Forest Abundance focus and offers world-class river rafting outdoor recreation 
opportunities.  

Other Public Lands 

Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, is another major 
public land management entity for the 17,000-acre wildlife refuge to protect the high valley wetland 
habitats and the wildlife that live there. The refuge sponsors AFNHA AmeriCorps members who primarily 
assist with biological monitoring, as well as visitor interpretation. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service also 
has two field offices in the AFNHA area, the West Virginia Field Office co-located with Canaan Valley 
Refuge, and the Appalachian Field Office in White Sulphur Springs, in Greenbrier County. The 
programmatic work of the field offices includes supporting endangered species, and the Partners for Fish 
and Wildlife program that works with private landowners.  

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers manages some lakes in the AFNHA region, including Summersville Lake, 
and Burnsville Lake with adjoining Bulltown Historic Area.  

West Virginia Division of Forestry manages the West Virginia State Forests, as well as providing other 
services for private landowners, and environmental education. West Virginia State Forests are managed 
for multiple uses including timber harvest and recreation, and are marketed for recreation alongside 

AFNHA AmeriCorps members and U.S. Fish & Wildlife staff survey wetlands at                                                 
Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge.  
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state parks. West Virginia State Parks are primarily managed for conservation and recreation, and housed 
within the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources (WV DNR). WV DNR manages the WV DNR 
Wildlife Management Areas primarily for wildlife. This agency is also responsible for hunting and fishing 
management, and the West Virginia Wildlife Center in Upshur Co. AFNHA AmeriCorps members have 
served with West Virginia Division of Forestry and with one of the state parks, and a representative of 
West Virginia Division of Forestry sits on the AFHA Inc. board.  

An important historical asset is Cass Scenic Railroad State Park, a mostly intact logging company town 
with a functioning historic logging railroad system. The state of West Virginia’s responsibility includes 
historic preservation and historical interpretation. Partners are important to the Cass State Park 
operations, as the scenic train is now operated by Durbin & Greenbrier Valley Railroad, and they are also 
supported by nonprofit partner Mountain State Railroad and Logging Historical Association. An AFNHA 
AmeriCorps member has assisted with interpretation here.  

The Maryland Forest Service, which manages Maryland State Forests, and Maryland Park Service, which 
manages Maryland State Parks, are both housed within the Maryland Department of Natural Resources 
(MD DNR). In addition, MD DNR manages wildlife management areas, hunting and fishing services, and 
conservation programs. A representative from one of the Maryland State Forests formerly served on the 
AFHA Inc. board.  

Many counties and cities own and manage land for the public, most often used for recreational facilities, 
and sometimes including forests and / or historic sites. Some nonprofit organizations own and manage 
land, usually for preservation or recreation purposes. Most notable is The Nature Conservancy, which 
manages nature preserves that are generally open to the public unless restricted to protect specific 
natural resources. The West Virginia Land Trust and similar entities in Maryland protect land from 
development both through easements and purchase. Another example is the nonprofit Rich Mountain 
Battlefield Foundation, which preserves the 400-acre Rich Mountain Battlefield Civil War Site. 

Tribal Partners 
AFNHA is building engagement with federal and state recognized Nations and Tribes through the 
planning process and for future activities. While there are no federally recognized Tribes residing in or 
with territorial holdings within AFNHA, many Nations continue to maintain a relationship with the region 
through a number of initiatives and processes ranging from State and Federal Section 106 consultations 
to taking part in local Indigenous-themed programming. The planning team sent requests for 
consultation and for plan review to 45 Tribes. At time of writing, the response from Nations and Tribes 
has been limited. Based on some feedback from Tribes, this lack of response is due to the COVID 
shutdown and start-up along with added responsibilities for Tribal offices working in historic and cultural 
preservation. AFNHA has initiated outreach and continues conversations with those who have 
responded, including assistance from a Tribal advisor on plan review and Tribal outreach. AFNHA will 
continue outreach to increase future engagement with Tribal Nations and citizens and will encourage 
more conversations as it receives future responses. Building on the initial responses, these efforts will 
continue and be ongoing to build Tribal consultation with all willing Tribal governments who have 
interests here. In addition, AFNHA will work to involve and build ongoing and future engagement with 
Tribal partners and Tribal citizens to participate in NHA activities such as planning, project 
implementation, resource conservation, interpretation, events, programming, and cultural heritage 
tourism. Interpretive involvement will include planning, development and implementation for events, 
programs, and products; research to include Native American history, activity, stories, and point of view; 
and review of interpretive project content. 
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Program Partners 
Beyond the primary responsibility for land management, there are many agencies, organizations, and 
private partners who provide or participate in programs, projects, and services related to AFNHA goals. 
These include state agencies, statewide and regional organizations, local communities, and individual 
assets or businesses. Many of these are already engaged with AFNHA as program partners, and current 
agreements are noted in Appendix E list. Many current and future partners have participated through 
the management planning process or are potential partners for future engagement. Statewide and 
regional organizations, because of their outward reach, have the potential to be important in the AFNHA 
partnership network. More local and targeted partners fill in the network and accomplish projects. The 
land management organizations described above, and the programmatic interest partners discussed 
below should not be considered exhaustive, but give a range of potential partners across the region. 
This information demonstrates the types of programs that have a conceptual or geographical overlap 
with AFNHA and provides examples of potential opportunities for collaboration.  

Forest Industry and Private Land Management 

The majority of forest lands within AFNHA are 
owned by private landowners. This includes 
individual homeowners, many with a small 
acreage, small and larger farms and woodlots, to 
large landowners and corporate holdings. Some 
AFNHA public partners provide information or 
services to assist private landowners in assessing 
and managing their lands to meet the 
landowner’s chosen goals of sustainable timber 
production, recreation, wildlife, and / or scenic 
beauty. In some cases, AFNHA can assist with 
this messaging. In most cases, however, these 
properties are not open the public, and 
partnering with AFNHA is totally voluntary.  

The West Virginia Forestry Association (WVFA) 
is a nonprofit organization funded by its 
membership. Members include individuals and businesses involved in forest management, timber 
production, firewood production, harvesting, and wood product manufacturing. Members are concerned 
with protecting the environment, as well as enhancing the future of West Virginia’s forests through 
multiple-use management. A representative of WVFA sits on the AFHA Inc. board to represent private 
forestry interests.  

Corporate forest ownership is substantial in the area, including timberlands owned by national as well as 
local companies. Most of these are managed for sustainable timber production, with added benefits for 
wildlife, watershed protection, and outdoor recreation. Non-commercial and smaller forest owners can 
participate in programs to support sustainable management in both states, including services from the 
state forestry agencies, the Tree Farm program, and Extension Service Woodlands Stewards programs. 
The AFNHA region is known for producing high quality hardwoods, and professional foresters, logging, 
sawmills, and commercial and consumer wood products manufacturing are all substantial economic 
opportunities within the region.  

Forester at Fernow Experimental Forest instructs about 
forestry and watershed research. (Credit: USDA Forest 
Service,

 
 Northern Research Station)
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Environmental, Conservation, and Recreation Organizations 

● Friends of the Cheat (FOC) – Friends of Cheat is a nonprofit watershed group working to restore, 
preserve and promote the Cheat River watershed. FOC works in pollution mitigation and 
watershed restoration, mapping and documentation, education, and recreation in the Cheat 
Watershed. Among their programs are the Preston Trail Towns program to revitalize small towns 
along the Cheat River Rail Trail, and as the primary sponsor of the Upper Cheat River Water Trail 
designated in 2012 under the National Water Trails System. In addition, FOC is engaged in 
innovative education, such as a snorkeling program. Several other watershed groups are active 
to protect streams and watersheds across AFNHA. 

● West Virginia Highlands Conservancy (WVHC) – WVHC is an environmental organization that 
promotes, encourages, and works for the conservation – including both preservation and wise 
management – and appreciation of the natural resources of West Virginia and the 
nation. Focusing on the highlands region, they helped establish the Central Appalachian Spruce 
Restoration Initiative (CASRI) to restore red spruce habitat and are organizing volunteers for the 
Dolly Sods Wilderness Stewards Program.  

● Central Appalachian Spruce Restoration Initiative – CASRI is a partnership of diverse interests 
with a common goal of restoring historic red spruce-northern hardwood ecosystems across the 
high elevation landscapes of Central Appalachia. It is comprised of private, state, federal, and 
non-governmental organizations which recognize the importance of this ecosystem for its 
ecological, aesthetic, recreational, economic, and cultural values. AFHA Inc. has partnered with 
this group in multiple ways including AmeriCorps support, education and outreach, and fiscal 
sponsorship for projects.  

● Cooperative Weed and Pest Management Area (CWPMA) – In 2010, AFHA Inc. signed an MOU 
in partnership with 22 other federal, state, and local agencies and organizations including U.S. 
Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, West Virginia Division of Forestry, and The Nature 
Conservancy to participate in the Potomac Highlands Cooperative Weed and Pest Management 
Area. The Potomac Highlands CWPMA is a partnership whose mission is to establish efforts to 
control and manage non-native invasive species across jurisdictional boundaries of 12 counties 
in the highlands of West Virginia and Virginia. In 2018, the Rivers and Gorges Cooperative Weed 
and Pest Management Area (RGCWPMA) was established to extend the mission to an additional 
nine counties. Because these are collaborative groups rather than formal 501(c)(3) corporations, 
AFHA Inc. has been helpful as a fiscal agent for some of their projects. 

● The Monongahela Outdoor Volunteers (MOV) – Working in partnership with the Monongahela 
National Forest, MOV helps maintain and develop a beginner to intermediate trail system for 
residents and tourists in the Richwood, Nicholas County area. The program's vision is to sustain 
the trail system through the efforts of a nonprofit working to raise funding, although 
organizational capacity is currently limited. AFHA Inc. has served as fiscal agent to help MOV 
secure over $90,000 in grant funding from public and private organizations such as the Benedum 
Foundation, Appalachian Regional Commission, USDA, and Dominion Energy. AFHA Inc. also 
provides administrative capacity for managing the project and the hiring of seasonal employees 
and contractors. This model of providing organizational assistance is one way AFHA Inc. can 
assist and incubate other small organizations and start-ups. Planning feedback requested this 
type of service from AFHA Inc., which is further described in Chapter 6.  
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● Snowshoe Highlands Area Recreation Collaborative (SHARC) – This informal group of self-
described doers is pursuing a Gold-Level Ride Center designation through the International 
Mountain Biking Association. Trails and infrastructure already exist, and the area reached Silver-
Level in fall 2020. Many community partners and stakeholders are collaborating on workforce 
development, long-term sustainability through staffing, and expanding to include partners 
throughout Pocahontas and Webster counties. The total project is estimated to cost about $1.5 
million. 

● Trail Organizations – Numerous other trail groups, including private, public, and associations, 
work in the AFNHA region to develop, create, manage, and improve multi-use trails for the 
enjoyment of tourists and residents. Trails attract many based on their use, including rail trails, 
mountain biking trails, and hiking trails. Garrett Trails is a nonprofit group building and 
maintaining trails in Garrett County, Maryland. A representative from that group currently sits on 
the AFHA Inc. board. The West Virginia Scenic Trail Association, with help from the U.S. Forest 
Service, manages the Allegheny Trail, a multi-use trail in the heart of the Monongahela National 
Forest. The 287.81-mile trail begins at the Appalachian Trail intersection on Peters Mountain and 
runs until it meets the Mason-Dixon Line at the Pennsylvania-West Virginia border near Bruceton 
Mills. The Greenbrier River Trail is managed by West Virginia State Parks, and most of the public 
lands in the region support trail networks. The West Virginia Rails to Trails Council works 
statewide, while small organizations such as the Lost River Trails Coalition, Heart of the 
Highlands, and Highlands Trail Foundation provide planning, volunteers, and technical support 
to keep trails maintained and available.  

Cultural Heritage Organizations 

● The Augusta Heritage Center of Davis & Elkins College – By highlighting and elevating 
traditional Appalachian folkways, this organization supports community vibrancy and connection, 
and documents and sustains cultural traditions. The Augusta Heritage Center leadership profile 
in the cultural community makes them a key partner for this segment. AFNHA AmeriCorps 
members have been instrumental in helping with the Center's living archive. 

● Spruce Forest Artisan Village – Resident and visiting artists practice their craft in this 
congregation of studios established in historic buildings along the National Road. Visitors can 
see firsthand, and sometimes experience, pottery production, blacksmithing, and storytelling, 
among other living traditions.  

● Cultural Arts and Music Venues – The region boasts many arts organizations, venues for music 
and theater, and art studios. Randolph County Arts Center and Old Brick Playhouse (Randolph 
County), Pocahontas Opera House (Pocahontas County), and Carnegie Hall and Greenbrier 
Valley Theater (Greenbrier County) are a few of the arts, performance, and live theater venues in 
the area. Many artisans work out of their own studios or sell their work in galleries or co-op 
marketplaces. Live music of many genres abounds, and can be heard in bars and restaurants, at 
community events, as well as in concerts. Cultural networking groups are important in 
supporting both traditional and contemporary arts. ArtSpring in Tucker County, Mountain Arts 
District connecting artists in Randolph and surrounding counties, and the Mountain Music Trail 
supporting musicians and music venues along U.S. Route 219, are a few of these.  

● Maryland Heritage Areas – This program, housed in the Maryland Historical Trust, includes two 
of Maryland's 13 state-certified heritage areas that are within AFNHA. Passages of the Western 
Potomac Heritage Area includes Canal Place and much of Cumberland and Frostburg in 
Allegany County, and Mountain Maryland Gateway to the West Heritage Area includes the 
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towns, scenic byways, and other heritage resources in Garrett County. Heritage tourism is central 
to the Maryland state program, and the engagement of public and private partners committed 
to preserving and interpreting historical, cultural, and natural resources is similar to the NHA 
program.  

● Historic Sites, Museums, and Historical 
Organizations – These entities are 
significant local partners. While a few 
historic sites are already noted as 
publicly owned, many are the 
responsibility of nonprofit organizations, 
or occasionally local governments, for 
preservation, operations, and 
programming. These include Allegany 
Museum, Evergreen Heritage Center, 
Garrett County Historical Society 
Museum, Oakland B&O Museum, 
Ashby’s Fort and Fort Edwards 
Foundation early settlement sites, 
Arthurdale Heritage, Adaland Mansion, 
West Virginia Railroad Museum, Beverly 
Heritage Center, Rich Mountain 
Battlefield Foundation, Pearl Buck 
Birthplace, and Greenbrier Historical 
Society - North House Museum. Most 
are operated by one or two staff or by volunteers. All of these sites have existing or potential 
interpretation that ties their story into Crucible of Isolation or Logging Boom themes. In 
addition, many counties have historical societies or genealogical societies who often have 
museums, substantial collections, or research facilities, but may be run totally by volunteers and 
may not be able to open to the public regularly.  

● State Historic Preservation Offices (SHPO) – West Virginia Department of Arts, Culture and 
History houses the West Virginia SHPO, as well as the Arts Section, the State Archives, and State 
Museum. They provide technical assistance and communication on matters of structural 
preservation, archives and collections, and historic research as well as grants for preservation 
and arts projects. In Maryland, the Maryland Historical Trust is the SHPO.  

● Statewide Nonprofits – The Preservation Alliance of West Virginia is the statewide, grassroots 
preservation organization that supports and promotes historic preservation through education 
and outreach, advocacy, preservation tools, and heritage tourism. The program is 
headquartered in Elkins and has a strong working relationship with AFHA Inc. In addition, the 
Preservation Alliance has its own AmeriCorps program that was partially modeled after AFHA’s 
program, compounding the potential benefits to the AFNHA communities. Preservation 
Maryland is the corresponding organization in Maryland, dedicated to preserving Maryland’s 
historic buildings, neighborhoods, landscapes, and archaeological sites through outreach, 
funding, and advocacy. West Virginia Association of Museums is a statewide membership 
organization for museums that provides support, networking and an annual conference. 
Maryland Museum Association is a similar alliance of historical and cultural museum institutions.  
                

Kim Folk, Executive Director of Mountain Maryland 
Gateway to the West Heritage Area, shows the heritage 
area gateway sign at Spruce Forest Artisan Village.  
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West Virginia Humanities Council houses a state folklorist. That organization and Maryland 
Humanities both provide support, programs, and grant opportunities for humanities-related 
programming. 

Community Development Partners  
Mon Forest Towns 

The Mon Forest Towns Partnership is a collaborative, regional tourism promotion effort between 10 
gateway communities to the Monongahela National Forest. As noted in Chapter 4, Mon Forest Towns is 
supported by the U.S. Forest Service, USDA Rural Development, and West Virginia University and has 
received funding from the Benedum Foundation. In 2020, six of the 10 Mon Forest Towns were also 
selected as West Virginia HubCAP communities (see details below). The Mon Forest Towns Initiative's 
vision, which has parallels to AFNHA, is to: 

"Connect communities to each other, to the Forest, and to our natural resources to 
generate positive and tangible outcomes that will improve quality of life and vitality of 
this region. Through relationship-building, community engagement, and resource 
sharing, the partnership aims to foster a sustainable recreation economy across the Mon 
Forest region."3  

Although the program is defined through recreation 
tourism, it is also focused on marketing, capacity 
building, technical assistance, destination 
development, and access to capital. The initiative 
began in 2017 with program partners using the 
USDA resource guide for recreational economies 
and the Collective Impact Strategy framework. A 
steering committee with grass-tops representation 
from each of the towns was facilitated by the WVU 
Extension Services Rural Tourism Program and MNF 
leadership. The goal was to determine how 
recreation and proximity to the forest could benefit the towns. As a leader in the process stated during 
stakeholder interviews, the initiative "was framed as management, not marketing. Previously, CVBs 
solely focused on marketing, but through the Mon Forest Towns initiative, we got them to realize they 
could have greater impact if they focused on management." 

In January of 2022, the Mon Forest Towns Partnership completed a five-year strategic plan with goals 
that align with the goals of AFNHA: 

1. Improve community health and wellness by promoting outdoor recreation activities and 
infrastructure improvement. 

2. Develop an outdoor recreation entrepreneurial culture by supporting the creation and growth of 
local recreation and tourism-based businesses. 

3. Promote the uniqueness of the Mon Forest Towns and recreation opportunities in the region 
through collaborative regional marketing. 

4. Develop world-class trails and outdoor recreation opportunities in the Mon Forest Towns region. 

5. Increase employment opportunities in recreation-related fields to build a year-round recreation 
economy. 

                                                        
3 Mon Forest Towns, West Virginia University, https://publicinterestdesign.wvu.edu/mon-forest-towns/about-mon-
forest-towns, accessed February 26, 2022. 

"The initiative promotes more of an 
overall economic impact than just 

recreation. Arts, heritage, recreation, 
food, shopping… Mon Towns pulls in 
all of this, but the primary focus is the 

connection between the towns         
and the forest." 
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6. Create a downtown experience that recreationists would enjoy. 

7. Develop a Sustainable Partnership Framework. 

This same strategy had previously been employed in the WVU Extension Service's work with 
communities in Tucker County sponsored by the Tucker Cultural District Authority. The renaissance in 
Thomas and Davis shows the success of this approach. The 10 Mon Forest Towns communities have 
varying capacities and needs; therefore, communities are taking different approaches to the Mon Forest 
Towns initiative with individualized action plans. In some towns that currently have less capacity, 
individual businesses are working directly with the initiative, while in places where there are more assets 
– such as festivals or established destinations – the approach is more community-wide.  

Mon Forest Towns and AFNHA have a lot of similarity in goals and approach. The primary differences lay 
in scale, conceptual focus, and sustainability. Mon Forest Towns is 10 communities, compared with the 
18 counties that comprise AFNHA. While the Mon Forest Towns includes possibility of expansion to 
additional towns in the future, it is specific to individual communities within the MNF footprint. For 
AFNHA, it is important to be inclusive of all counties and communities, not only the ones within the Mon. 
A similarity is the intention to recognize the capacity of each community and support them individually 
to move forward. The Mon Forest Towns focuses on recreation as a unifying concept, while AFNHA 
utilizes the region's historic, cultural, and natural heritage as unifying concepts. Both use these concepts 
broadly, as a development tool to increase tourism, enhance economic opportunity, and improve the 
quality of life for West Virginia residents. AFNHA representatives are active in Mon Forest Towns 
community groups, and work collaboratively to coordinate and support efforts for shared goals.  

West Virginia Community Development Hub 

A statewide community development organization, the West Virginia Community Development Hub 
(The Hub) has created the West Virginia Community Development Model to help communities attain 
and sustain economic well-being and quality of life. The Hub offers a variety of programs, including 
training for community organizations, and an AmeriCorps VISTA program. Through their Blueprint 
program, in partnership with FHLBank, community teams build a shared vision, master plan, and 
community development strategies, supported by coaching and opportunities to leverage funding. 
Current Blueprint communities in AFNHA are Kingwood (Preston County), Meadow River Valley 
(Greenbrier County), Parsons (Tucker County), while Richwood (Nicholas County) has completed the 
program. 

Through HubCAP, the two-year Communities of Achievement Program, communities take development 
efforts to the next level, including downtown revitalization, building redevelopment, expanded business 
opportunities, and community engagement activities. Although Hub programs are generally spread 
across the state, in 2020 the six communities chosen were Mon Forest Towns. The Hub supports the 
idea of concentrating in an area with focused coaching, and the towns gain the opportunity to plan and 
implement specific projects. This approach has eased some of the workloads on the WVU staff and has 
also helped build capacity. As part of the partnership, the Hub has placed an AmeriCorps VISTA position 
with the Mon Forest Towns initiative and has made available VISTA support to the individual town 
teams. The upcoming Downtown Appalachian: Revitalizing Recreational Economies (DARRE) program 
will work with many of these same communities to expand redevelopment opportunities. 

Main Street Programs 

Main Street is a downtown revitalization program that follows the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation’s National Main Street Center community-based approach to preservation and 
development. Because the early histories of Main Street and NHAs have some of the same people 
involved, there are many similarities between the two programs and their approaches. This shared 
philosophy means that Main Street programs across the country are often strong partners with NHAs. 
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One of the most significant differences between the programs is scale, as the Main Street program 
focuses on downtowns, and NHAs work at a large-landscape level.  

The Main Street programs operate statewide to provide training, technical assistance, and ongoing 
support to designated communities. The West Virginia Main Street Program has 15 designated Main 
Street communities in the state. Of these, four are in AFNHA – Elkins (Randolph County), Kingwood 
(Preston County), Philippi (Barbour County), and Ronceverte (Greenbrier County).  

West Virginia ON TRAC, a statewide West Virginia program within the Main Street office, supports 
communities to learn the basics of the Main Street approach. Communities must participate in the ON 
TRAC program for at least two years before they are eligible for Main Street designation, though some 
small towns choose to stay in ON TRAC. Of the 11 ON TRAC communities in West Virginia, eight are in 
AFNHA – Bath (Morgan County), Belington (Barbour County), Beverly (Randolph County), Marlinton 
(Pocahontas County), Parsons (Tucker County), Romney (Hampshire County), Rowlesburg (Preston 
County), and Sutton (Braxton County).  

The current focus of the West Virginia Main Street Program includes: 

● Training on transformation strategies for downtowns 
● Developing tourism – focus on how it benefits downtown 
● More attention to ON TRAC towns that need to be reactivated 

Main Street Maryland Program emphasizes community-driven, comprehensive revitalization based on 
design, organization, promotion, economic restructuring, and clean, safe and green priorities. Four 
communities in AFNHA are designated Maryland Main Streets – Cumberland and Frostburg (Allegany 
County), and Grantsville and Oakland (Garrett County).  

Some of the individual Main Street and ON TRAC communities have partnered with AFNHA through 
AmeriCorps members, technical assistance, and networking. The West Virginia state program has 
contributed to AFNHA management planning. Given the philosophical overlap between the Main Street 
and NHA approaches, and that 16 communities bear either a Main Street or ON TRAC designation, 
opportunities exist for deeper partnerships. 

Woodlands Development Group (WDG) 

Woodlands Development and Woodland Community Lenders acts as a community development 
corporation within some AFNHA counties. The projects they support tie directly to some of the goals of 
NHAs, including historic property redevelopment, downtown community revitalization, parks, 
greenspace, and trail building, while other projects support a broader, more expansive mission like 
housing and job creation. AFHA AmeriCorps members have supported WDG from multiple angles over 
the years with Hands on Team rehabilitation of historic structural assets, building inventory, education 
and outreach for community development, National Register and Historic Tax Credit development, and 
historic building needs assessments. Woodlands has reciprocated with an impressive track record of 
hiring AmeriCorps alumni as permanent staff.  

Philanthropic Foundations 
Philanthropic organizations such as private foundations can be game-changing partners for NHAs. 
Frequently, constellations of projects that present opportunities to leverage additional partners and 
funding attract funders to produce the beneficial outcomes they are seeking.  

The Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation is one such philanthropic organization that is currently 
active in the region and is the only major foundation which specifically targets West Virginia. The 
Benedum Foundation has a long track record of supporting other NHAs and state heritage areas in West 
Virginia and Pennsylvania and is a current funder for some AFNHA projects. Benedum understands how 
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NHAs function and is familiar with what NHAs can accomplish. The foundation has counseled AFHA Inc. 
staff on convening partners and projects to leverage other funders and projects. Based on this advice, 
AFHA Inc. will immediately initiate early actions that prioritize projects considered to be low cost but 
high integration. 

Community, family, and corporate foundations serve portions of the AFNHA region, and are most 
frequently engaged for specific projects. A number of larger regional or national foundations have 
overlapping missions with NHA priorities and can be approached for expanding partnership and 
potential funding.  

Academic Partners 
Academic partners near and within AFNHA are important for shared expertise, sources of training, 
interns and service learning opportunities, support for AmeriCorps programs and recruiting, and 
involvement in projects. Major current partners are: 

Eastern West Virginia Community and Technical College (Eastern) is involved in programs and initiatives 
with partners throughout the Potomac Highlands region with a particular focus on tourism and 
agritourism. The Creative Economy regional tourism initiative discussed in Chapter 4 was initiated by 
Eastern, starting with a Benedum grant in 2015 to develop a vision for economic development for the 
Potomac Highlands Region. From this emerged the Potomac Highlands Creative Economy Council 
comprised of CVBs, chambers of commerce, and tourism-centered businesses and attractions in the 
region, which works to support the tourism industry and market the area as a tourist destination. Another 
related initiative is the Ag Action Council that supports farmers and local foods, with a connection to 
AFNHA interests through agricultural tourism and farming as a long-standing tradition. A major project 
envisioned that will help fulfill the goals of the initiative is the development of the Mountain Skyway 
Center as a facility for economic and community development (http://www.easternwv.edu/about-
eastern/mountain-skyway-center). The center will house programs to advance workforce education, small 
business development, entrepreneurship, tourism, Appalachian arts, music, humanities, and food. 
Eastern continues a focus on technical and workforce training, including non-curriculum trainings and 
workshops to build capacity for community members.  

West Virginia University is the largest university in West Virginia and is located in a neighboring county to 
AFNHA. The original initiative that became AFNHA was started by a partnership between WVU Division 
of Forestry and WVU Extension Services, and both of those departments remain involved. Other 
departments, such as Public Administration and Public History, contribute to AFNHA projects. WVU 
remains an important partner for expertise, internships, and shared programming.  

Other educational institutions have tourism, recreation, or other related programs that make them 
current or potential partners, including Frostburg State University, Garrett College, Allegany College of 
Maryland, WVU Potomac State College, Davis & Elkins College, Alderson Broaddus University, West 
Virginia Wesleyan College, Future Generations University, New River Community and Technical College, 
and Fairmont State University.  

Communities as Partners 
AFNHA is a large region with overlapping cultural landscapes, as described in the introductory chapter. 
Over time, historical, geographical, political, and economic drivers have shaped counties and 
communities. Today, the region encompasses several hubs of activity, some of which are established 
destinations as described in Chapter 4. The communities throughout AFNHA are essential to the success 
of the partnership network. Many communities have active community development synergy and 
established track records. Building on these efforts will be vital to AFNHA's ability to substantially impact 
the region. Going beyond these current initiatives and extending these successes to outlying areas and 
smaller communities that will benefit from heritage development is a major role for AFNHA. While other 
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successful initiatives including programs of The Hub and 
the Mon Forest Towns Partnership support individual 
communities, AFNHA aims to build on that success, 
offering support to all communities who wish to engage 
with services appropriate to their need and level of 
progress.  

The 18 counties that comprise AFNHA have a combined total of 16 Certified Local Governments (CLGs) 
supporting historic preservation, 10 Mon Forest Towns, eight Main Street communities, eight ON TRAC 
communities, six HubCAP communities, four Hub Blueprint communities, one Cultural District Authority, 
and two counties with heritage areas in the Maryland state program including four designated Arts and 
Entertainment Districts. Although there is overlap amongst these designations, they impact 28 distinct 
communities across all 18 counties in AFNHA. Partnerships have been critical to achieving these 
designations and implementing their programs, therefore, momentum and synergies with potential 
partners already exists in each of these communities and will help advance the goals of community and 
heritage development within AFNHA. In a rural area with a small population, this is an astounding 
partnership network on which AFNHA can continue to build. 

Some major community anchors for AFNHA include: 

● Cumberland, county seat of Allegany County, is the largest city in the area, and at 19,076 is the 
only city over 10,000. With a downtown historic district, extensive historic buildings and 
attractions, anchored by the C&O Canal National Historical Park, Cumberland is the major 
northern gateway for AFNHA. 

● Frostburg, also in Allegany County, is the second largest city at 7,027. With a major university, 
Frostburg State, and a vital historic downtown, Frostburg is a popular destination. 

● Lewisburg is the county seat of Greenbrier County, and the southern gateway to AFNHA. 
Lewisburg, a charming arts and historic destination, has only 3,749 population, but together with 
neighboring White Sulphur Springs as home of the Greenbrier Resort, and Ronceverte historic 
railroad, river and logging town, anchor the county.  

● Elkins, the county seat of Randolph County, is the largest West Virginia city in AFNHA at 6,934. 
Elkins is where AFHA Inc. is headquartered, and its role as a hub within the AFNHA region is 
already well established. 

In addition to these primary cities, each county has one or more communities that serve the people who 
live there, as well as the surrounding small towns and rural areas of the county. A number of these small 
towns have been mentioned as participating in Main Street, Mon Towns or other programs. While it is 
important to recognize the priority of partnerships with some of the larger communities which have 
substantial resources, each small town in the area has its own contribution to make.  

Goal 4: Connect and Support Partners Linked by                                         
the Region's Forest Heritage  

Develop the Partnership Network through Leadership                   
and Collaboration  
Developing and strengthening the partnership network across AFNHA will be the responsibility not only 
of the coordinating entity, AFHA Inc. but also of the many participating partners. The strategies included 
here are those suggested during the planning process that will help to build this network. The 
distribution of roles will be worked out in practice, with AFHA Inc. taking a strong leadership role and 

“It is essential to meet communities where 

they are. Some have already come a long 

way, and others need help getting there.” 

 



Chapter 5                                                     AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022    105 

implementation responsibility for some projects, while other efforts may be led by partner groups, with 
AFHA Inc. as a supportive participating partner.  

A network of partners working toward similar and supporting goals and interests already exists in both 
formal and informal ways in AFNHA, as demonstrated in the multitude of partners described in this 
chapter. By working together this network creates a structure for organizations and individuals to share 
ownership of common goals within AFNHA.  

Through the goals and actions in this management plan, AFNHA will advance from a loose network 
working in 18 counties in two states to one unified coalition of community partners working together on 
heritage development. Moving towards a unified coalition of AFNHA partners will lead to expanded 
support of the NHA’s goals, enhanced networks, and connections. An AFNHA coalition will provide a 
louder voice for communities, and increased effectiveness by strength in numbers. A coalition can speak 
more actively for messaging, raising awareness, and as a non-governmental call-to-action, than 
individual partners can do alone.  

A unified coalition will help lessen the burden for smaller nonprofit partners by providing more access to 
other coalition members’ volunteers and shared resources. A unified coalition will become a vehicle for 
sharing information, and for incubating new leadership for the partners and the region, which is a need 
expressed in many stakeholder interviews and at the Community Exchange. The coalition also could 
enhance the information exchange that so many AFNHA partners said is needed.  

Strategy: Convene and connect partners with related interests and priorities 
Building the AFNHA partnership network will be the responsibility of all partners, with leadership and 
coordination by AFHA Inc. As the coordinating entity, AFHA, Inc. can convene partnership roundtables 

and collaborative groups, most likely organized by focus 
area networks for partners with common interests. The 
role of convener, long an informal AFHA role, has 
expanded during management planning with the public 
outreach and community meetings mandated as part of 
the process. Major regional partners, primarily those 

with a community development focus, met to share current initiatives and discuss ways to work together. 
AFHA Inc. initiated a Roundtable Discussion, a forum of regional partners with emphasis on those 
focusing on community development. This included invitations to foundations, government agencies, 
regional nonprofit organizations, etc. to share information on their work and plans. The group agreed to 
continue with gatherings or communication for sharing information. 

The Highlands Creative Economy group is another example, in this case a convening of tourism and 
local economy partners who are actively working on building tourism products and connections. AFHA 
Inc. was invited to take on the convening role for the group initiated by Eastern, who wished to move to  

focusing more on the training components of this initiative. With current monthly networking meetings, 
and annual Tourism Summit, AFHA Inc. is taking a leadership role for tourism attractions, service 
providers, and businesses to work together. 

Some other partners are already moving forward with collaborative organizations, with AFHA Inc. 
participating and assisting when needed. Mon Forest Towns Partnership is emerging as a significant 
development group based on recreation economies. Among conservation entities, several collaborative 
groups involve multiple partners working together towards a specified goal, such as the two Cooperative 
Weed and Pest Management Areas in our region who fight against invasive species, and the Central 
Appalachian Spruce Restoration Initiative to restore red spruce forest to the Appalachian highlands. 
Some arts and culture initiatives network artisans and opportunities within a specific area, which can lead 
to opportunities to connect across county and regional lines. Other focus area groups may work 

“The role of convener, helping integrate 

work into a larger initiative, is sorely 

lacking, but when filled it is magical.” 
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together individually, or participate in statewide initiatives, which could present opportunities for AFNHA 
network groups. This may include trails groups and heritage museums. As is currently underway with the 
Highlands Creative Economy group, the CWPMA’s, and HubCAP communities, AFHA Inc. may dedicate 
staff time to help convene, lead, and support these partnership group initiatives.  

Both in providing leadership and supporting partner efforts, convening collaborative conversations is an 
important AFNHA role. Improving communication tools and opportunities to support these 
collaborations may involve, web, or email tools, video conferences, and opportunities for in-person 
engagement. One such opportunity may be to use AFNHA meetings as a chance for groups to meet 
and network, along the lines of the topical break-out groups used in the management planning 
Community Exchange. Continued use of digital and video-conference tools also strengthened the 
opportunity to communicate and collaborate across significant distances, enabling more people to 
participate.  

Strategy: Develop an Information Clearinghouse to consolidate asset and organizational information  
The Maryland and West Virginia region that forms AFNHA is a vast, mountainous expanse of wilderness 
dotted with small cities, towns, and unincorporated settlements. Unfortunately, those features – which 
together create the region's beauty, and influenced 
its culture and heritage – are also sometimes 
obstacles for communities. The sparse population, 
sometimes disconnected from neighboring 
communities because of rugged geography, places 
intense strains on human capital capacity, thereby 
taxing the services of nonprofits, local governments, 
social service agencies, and volunteer groups. While 
there is no shortage of these groups doing important 
work, the inability to communicate between and among partners is exacerbated by these obstacles. 
Simply put, there is little time to stop and coordinate communication when the pressing priority is to get 
the work done.  

Moreover, without consistently shared information, organizations don’t always know what other partners 
are doing or how they might help each other until after the fact. This lack of shared information was 
often expressed in public meetings and at the Community Exchange. It was the impetus for AFHA Inc. 
initiating the Roundtable discussions, and AFHA Inc.’s role as a coordinating entity for the NHA, to 
become a communications hub – an information clearinghouse – by disseminating essential information 
to partners and the general public. 

As a communications hub, AFHA Inc. will collect information that could include news on upcoming 
grants, local and regional heritage projects, community and business association meetings, festivals and 
events, and other matters important to the region. The AFNHA newsletter is one vehicle for 
communication distributed to over 1,150 email addresses. The distribution can grow as the benefits of 
the information clearinghouse role become more widely known, and more organizations provide news 
and information to AFHA Inc. to communicate to the broader region. 

One of the needs identified by stakeholders is to have better access to information about assets, 
resources, partners, and activities within the AFNHA network. This will be accomplished by a 
clearinghouse collecting and making available information for use by the network. This will include 
multiple topical databases and calendars. AFHA Inc. may take a lead role in this clearinghouse to collect, 
organize, and provide access to the information, though in some cases it may provide an index to 
identify and share links to information collated by partners. Some types of information to be included are 
discussed in other sections. Among the topics specifically requested include:  

“AFNHA could create databases of useful 

information, tourism attractions, and 

anything else that is large, hard to handle 

or becomes obsolete quickly. I envision 

elaborate, searchable directories.” 
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● A content management system database of AFNHA assets, including historical, cultural, natural, 
scenic, and recreational assets. This will build on the asset inventory included in Appendix C, 
with additional information such as location, contact information, visitation information for sites 
serving the public, and connected to more descriptions of the asset. Private contact information 
will be kept in a confidential form and not shared with the public. Interactive maps based on the 
assets database will be a useful implementation tool.  

● Database directory or links to partners, their roles and what they offer; including support 
resources that can be available to help partners, and clearinghouse of professional services 
available for relevant skills. This will help organizations find and share services, skills, and 
expertise.  

● An artists’ directory for the region to help connect apprentices and masters. This can also 
include training opportunities and classes for novice and more advanced learners, as well as 
open sales venues, studios, and galleries to connect artisans with retail opportunities, and in 
identifying tourism opportunities to cross-promote.  

● An online calendar of relevant events. This would provide information on major events to 
promote visitation. A secondary calendar could include meetings and activities of interest within 
the region, including networking and training opportunities.  

Strategy: Collaborate on funding opportunities and coordinate technical assistance                             
for grant and funding opportunities 
Like many community organizations across the United States, AFNHA partners have critical need for 
funding assistance to help implement and advance programs and projects. Many assets that AFNHA 
seeks to protect and conserve, as well as sites that attract visitors, are managed by nonprofit 
organizations or government agencies, and are supported by “friends of” groups. With the increased 
focus on supporting and increasing recreation and heritage tourism, many of these groups are applying 
to the same funding opportunities from foundations, government agencies, and other philanthropic 
sources. Many of these groups are too small to have an experienced fundraiser on their staff or board 
who could help identify sources and apply for support. AFNHA partners can help identify funding 
opportunities and provide grant writing support, with some potential AFHA Inc. roles detailed in 
Chapter 6.  

AFNHA will help to leverage funding with many connections across and beyond the region. As 
recommended by a major foundation, coordinating funders and potential project grantees to leverage 
larger projects can support conservation, historic preservation, cultural, and community development 
projects. When appropriate, AFHA Inc. will assist in bundling projects for funding requests to create a 
more impactful and fundable proposal.  

Moreover, the NHA designation offers opportunities to acquire more significant, more competitive 
national grants that can be difficult for a local partner to win. This provides an opportunity to use NPS 
HPP funding to encourage partners to collaborate, creating a more integrated network and scales 
initiatives up to help partners reach their goals. The result will make partners and collaborative initiatives 
more effective and attractive to regional and national funders, while building capacity in smaller 
organizations. This may be facilitated through the partner roundtable groups discussed above, or 
through planning conversations around specific opportunities. 

Consolidation and distribution of information on grants and other funding opportunities can be a part of 
the AFNHA information clearinghouse. This will include information on applications, deadlines, and best 
practices, and potential funding sources and grant opportunities from sources inside and outside the 
area. To reduce competing applications and ensure the best result for the resources and visitors, AFNHA 
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collaboration can help coordinate funding requests and facilitate the creation of support letters for 
requests from partner organizations. 

Some organizations requested assistance with navigating paperwork regarding grants and project 
management. AFHA Inc. staff can provide technical assistance in this area. AFNHA grants to partners will 
be treated as a learning opportunity for organizations with less experience. A specific request during the 
planning discussions was for help with permitting that accompanies conservation work, which could also 
apply to construction projects or other project management. By connecting partners, AFNHA can 
facilitate finding answers to specific questions and situations like these. Actual assistance with project 
management, which is significantly more time consuming, may require a fee-for-service consultation.  

Strategy: Coordinate volunteer recruitment and management 
The lack of population is one of the biggest challenges of the AFNHA region. There simply aren't 
enough people to do all that needs to be done. Getting more people involved is a challenge, and even 

in places or programs with good involvement, 
the small population results in too much work 
for too few people. Because of this shortage, 
models for volunteer activities, such as trail 
maintenance teams, are not as effective in the 
region as in other parts of the country.  

AFHA Inc. has long had interest in supporting 
volunteer management, going back to an initial 
training and discussion of how to develop 
volunteerism 2009. AFHA AmeriCorps 
members have always assisted with volunteer 
management for their host site as one role of 
their service assignment, and the program has 
provided training and assessment of success of 
these efforts. Assessment has found that most 
existing volunteerism is local and dependent on 

personal relationships, and that efforts to improve volunteer management need to be intentional to 
build more robust systems. Strengthening volunteer management within the AFNHA network will 
include: 

● Creating a regional volunteer program to connect volunteers with opportunities and needs 
across heritage sectors, such as trail ambassador or improvement, eco-restoration, museum 
docents, and event support. AFHA Inc. is initiating this in Year 1 with a volunteer program 
clearinghouse that collates volunteer position opportunities and the names and interests of 
people interested in volunteering. To be successful beyond developing the tools to collect and 
organize the information will take active participation from partner sites to connect with their 
own volunteer needs, and dedication of time and effort to communicate, make the connections, 
and track results.  

● Providing robust and practical volunteer management training and resources for partners and 
AmeriCorps members. Training includes assessing and developing volunteer programs, 
recruitment, training, management, retention, recognition, and evaluation. Training will be 
offered on a regular basis, to reinforce and keep information available as personnel change. 

● Continuing AmeriCorps member support for capacity building and volunteer management for 
partner sites.  

Volunteers help with downtown painting and cleanup on 
historic building in Parsons.  
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● Providing assistance with outreach for recruiting. For the many organizations who continue to 
rely on their local, word-of-mouth recruiting, wider exposure can highlight and reinforce needs. 
For reaching out more broadly to new volunteer pools, including those less familiar with 
community opportunities, user groups, and volun-tourists, a broader platform to communicate 
needs and opportunities can help to reach new recruits.  

● Providing assistance in reaching potential volunteer groups. This can include mission-oriented 
groups such as churches and civic service organizations. 

● Developing contacts for youth and college groups. Scouts, 4-H and other youth groups, college 
organizations, and service learning programs can all be potential sources for volunteer 
engagement. 

● Providing tools and platforms for tracking, evaluating, and celebrating volunteer service.  

● Incentivizing volunteerism with awards, recognition, and other benefits to satisfy a broader range 
of volunteer satisfaction and reduce overall cost to individual organizations for doing the same 
on smaller scales.  

Strategy: Provide technical assistance and training opportunities 
As an important part of building capacity for partners, AFNHA will offer opportunities to develop 
organizational and programmatic skills. During the public outreach and participation processes for the 
management plan, stakeholders, partners, AmeriCorps host sites, agencies and businesses, and the 
public all pointed to the lack of human capital and the resulting void created in back-of-the-house 
staffing so critical to many small, volunteer-only, nonprofit organizations. As one philanthropic 
foundation officer stated, "The [Appalachian] region folks are always willing to volunteer to help, so 
there is never a lack of people to sit on a board or step up to help. There is a gap with professional 
services supporting the basic operations of nonprofits. There is a lack of funding to hire staff, and there 
simply aren't enough people to fill positions because of the small population. This lack of human capital 
stretches thin those volunteers, inevitably exacerbating the gaps in assistance, or even worse creating 
burnout of those always willing to help."4 

One approach to providing technical assistance is individual help from professionals from AFHA Inc. or 
other partners to answer questions and assist smaller and less experienced organizations. This can 
happen informally, through collaborative groups, and by building direct mentor or service delivery 
connections. It can also be an outgrowth of training delivery, with individual follow-up with trainees to 
assist in implementing what they have learned.  

Training needs for partners overlap with other proposed programs, such as the Highland Creative 
Economy, volunteer management, and interpretation. AFNHA AmeriCorps already provides targeted 
training for AmeriCorps members – in many cases this type of training can be expanded to partner 
representatives. A number of AFNHA partners provide training related to their programming, AFNHA 
can look for ways to expand the availability of these opportunities to additional partners. AFHA Inc. can 
be proactive to provide or arrange for training requested by partners or identified as priorities in 
implementing AFNHA goals. Depending on the topic, training may be presented virtually or in person, 
and may include speakers or webinars, training series, day-long seminars, or multi-day workshops.  

In addition to structured training, AFNHA may offer direct technical assistance. AFHA Inc. staff, and 
some service providing organizations, will provide support in specific skills as available. Depending on 

                                                        
4 Interview with James Denova, Vice President (retired), Benedum Foundation, April 9, 2021. 
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the source and extent of the services needed, some of this assistance will be included in service delivery, 
while more extensive help or professional expertise may be fee-for-service based.  

Topics for training, workshops, or technical assistance may include: 

● Organizational development such as leadership, board development, and other capacity 
building; strategic planning, assessment, evaluation; volunteer management; grant writing and 
fundraising. 

● Natural conservation and enhancement skills such as natural resource conservation, 
identification, eco-restoration or similar skills; complying with conservation regulations.  

● Heritage development skills including historic preservation documentation, best practices for 
owners and stewards of historic assets, archive and collections management, preservation, and 
digitization.  

● Cultural conservation and documentation, oral history, traditional skills. 

● Recreation enhancement skills such as trail building and maintenance. 

● Interpretation training and criteria to support sites in offering quality interpretive products 
connected to AFNHA themes, including understanding and researching AFNHA themes, how-to 
skills for leading interpretive tours and programs, and for developing and designing interpretive 
products such as exhibits, signs, brochures, and virtual programming. 

● Technology skills including digital programming and social media, database management, GIS 
skills, interpretation, historic preservation, conservation, and other requested skills. 

● Small business / entrepreneurial training and support, workforce training, and facilitating 
assistance from experts with community involvement. 

● Offer and / or support professional experience opportunities, professional development, and 
career shadowing, to encourage the new generation of professionals. 

Strategy: Partner with schools and colleges for education and support 
Working with academic partners, schools, and other education programs, AFNHA will leverage 
opportunities both to gain experience for students, and to provide assistance to local partners. They can 
encourage and develop service learning opportunities for service activities and volunteerism tied to 
learning objectives and educational achievement, develop and leverage internships and class projects 
that support AFNHA and site projects, and connect with schools, colleges, and youth groups as sources 
for volunteer recruitment.  

Academic partners are also a major source for trainers and consultants for training opportunities to 
partners. Some college programs provide direct community programming, in addition to sharing 
academic knowledge. The WVU Extension Service is an outstanding example, as is the community 
development efforts by Eastern. Institutions can provide opportunities, leverage, and partnerships for 
grants and other projects. Academic partners can provide information resources, support and research 
related to AFNHA goals and projects. Academic professionals can participate in planning, interpretation, 
and projects, often providing professional oversight and evaluation to ensure quality products.  

Strategy: Support the National Heritage Area program 
Participating cooperatively with other NHAs supports the work of AFNHA, and of collaborative heritage 
development across the country. Participating as a member of the Alliance of National Heritage Areas 
furthers this cooperation and support, while enabling AFNHA to learn from examples and experience of 
other NHAs.  
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AFNHA will participate in awareness efforts about the value of NHAs, including AFNHA specifically, and 
may educate at the state and federal level for appropriate NHA program bills, reauthorizations, funding, 
and other related actions.  

AFNHA may participate in awareness efforts to support and educate about the value of related 
programs that benefit AFNHA or NHAs, such as AmeriCorps, Scenic Byways, historic preservation or 
cultural programs, conservation programs and related agencies such as the National Park Service and 
USDA Forest Service  

Program support can also come from coalitions between the NHAs designated in Maryland and West 
Virginia. In Maryland, other NHAs include Baltimore NHA and a portion of Journey Through Hallowed 
Ground (JTHG). In West Virginia, National Coal Heritage Area is to the south of AFNHA, and Wheeling 
NHA is in the northern panhandle of the state. JTHG also includes one town, Harpers Ferry, in West 
Virginia. NHA coalitions within states have demonstrated effectiveness on statewide issues, as evidenced 
within Pennsylvania, New York, South Carolina, Colorado, and other states. Other partnership 
opportunities may exist for collaboration and cross-promotion between heritage areas with similar 
programs or themes, such as pollinator initiative, industrial history, or Appalachian culture.  

AFHA Inc. may provide information to support these issues, under the guidance of board policies, and in 
accordance with 501(c)(3) regulations. AFHA Inc. may request support letters or educational messages 
from partner organizations to support these efforts.  

AFNHA partnership network is encouraged to support these issues of benefit to the network, and to 
support each other through educational messages and support letters, as authorized by the individual 
leadership of each organization. When active partners have clear differences about policies they support 
or oppose, they are encouraged to approach such issues with each other with civility, and to make 
efforts so that such disagreements do not negatively impact NHA partnership projects.  

Provide Direct Support for Partners 
These strategies are major programs that AFHA Inc. will take primary responsibility for to benefit 
partners in the AFNHA network. Some of the previously discussed partnership strategies may move to 
this status as they are developed further, while others will remain as shared responsibilities. 
Nevertheless, even for these major programs, partnership participation and support are essential to 
success, and contribute to the AFNHA partnership network.  

Strategy: Continue AmeriCorps program 

AmeriCorps 
The Value of AmeriCorps 
AFHA Inc. has a long, successful history with AmeriCorps, a federal program funded by AmeriCorps 
Federal Agency (formerly the Corporation for National and Community Service) through Volunteer West 
Virginia (the West Virginia Commission for National and Community Service). This program was initiated 
in 2007 as AFHA AmeriCorps and has grown in service to the area since that time. Since NHA 
designation in 2019, the program has been known as AFNHA AmeriCorps. AmeriCorps members 
provide direct service – “Getting Things Done” to benefit American communities and environment. In 
the AFNHA AmeriCorps program, members are assigned to host partner organizations and sites 
throughout the 16 West Virginia counties of the NHA. These members assist AFNHA partner 
organizations in various ways as they serve the partner organization's constituency and the larger AFNHA 
community.  



Chapter 5 AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022  112 

The AmeriCorps members provide implementation of projects for their host sites. This helps fill the need 
among partners strapped by inadequate resources, as AmeriCorps members can jumpstart or complete 
projects. Stakeholders spoke about the value of AmeriCorps in supporting projects and programs and  

helping build capacity in host organizations. People 
commented on the energy and insight members bring 
from outside the region. Another positive attribute of 
the program is the diversity of experience and positions 
members can fill, working on projects with trails, 
ecosystem health, museums, events, historic 
preservation, and many other sectors. 

Beyond the day-to-day service the individual AmeriCorps members provide for their host partner sites, 
AFNHA gains value from the AmeriCorps roles in strengthening those organizations. In addition to 
supporting programs and completing projects, they help to build capacity for their host organizations 
through volunteer management, assessment and planning support, and facilitating training to develop 
new skills. 

AFNHA AmeriCorps program instills a diversity of experience for each AmeriCorps member, as they gain 
buildings and collections, stewardship education, interpretation, events management and promotion, 
and other skills. The program draws participants from local and in-state sources, and also brings in talent 
from across the nation. Many of the program alums choose to stay in the area following their service, 
finding professional jobs or attending graduate schools nearby. Several AmeriCorps alums have been 
hired by host organizations following their service, further underscoring the quality of their work and 
their dedication to the region. Some AFNHA AmeriCorps alums are current or former AFHA Inc. board 
members. 

AmeriCorps members touch the broader region with their extensive reach by being placed throughout 
the 16 counties. With implementation of the management plan, the role of each AmeriCorps member as 
an ambassador for AFHA Inc. will be emphasized, carrying the message to partners and communities of 
AFNHA. Working with staff of AFHA Inc., AmeriCorps members can become the eyes and ears for the 
organization and the web that ties together the entire NHA region.  

"Community vibrancy, stopping the 
brain drain, and achieving work that is 
of great public service – this is having 

a profound impact on the community." 

2019-2020 AFNHA AmeriCorps team at a 2019 Volunteer West Virginia training event 
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Making AmeriCorps a Part of the Larger NHA 

AFHA Inc. is well known and recognized throughout the region as the partner organization that oversees 
and manages this beneficial program. The AmeriCorps program is so successful and well-received that it 
has become, in many respects, the identity of AFHA Inc. This identity, however, has overshadowed the 
recent designation of the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area. For many NHA partners, the  

strength of the AmeriCorps program has contributed to an informational disconnect – they see 
AmeriCorps as the purpose of the organization and do not understand what the NHA designation means 
or what benefits it can bring to partners. 

The AFNHA partnership network gains invaluable service from the AmeriCorps program, and it will 
continue as part of the NHA as long as the AmeriCorps grant funding is sustained. With the AmeriCorps 
program solidly established within AFHA Inc., the organization will now deploy AmeriCorps members to 
host sites and communities with a central focus on those sites and the AmeriCorps program as 
extensions of the NHA. This subtle shift is tactical as it helps to build the understanding and size of the 
network of NHA partners. This strategic repositioning of the AmeriCorps program as a tool of the NHA 
will enable AFHA Inc. to deliver a more significant benefit -- one that is more comprehensive in the 
scope of community building and the benefit of regional collaboration rather than benefiting only an 
individual host site. The AmeriCorps members will become an extension of AFNHA and help solve an 
operational problem that often plagues newly designated NHAs in their first years as they struggle with 
delivering the programs and projects to their communities. Many of the “assist partners” tasks noted 
under Goals 1, 2, 3, and 4 will involve activities accomplished by AmeriCorps members.  

AmeriCorps Members as Ambassadors 

The AmeriCorps members will act as AFNHA ambassadors to the towns and counties in which they are 
placed. One of the overriding difficulties of coordinating the NHA is its vast geography of mountains, 
hollows, and valleys that sometimes feel isolated from their neighboring communities, not realizing they 
are part of a more extensive network of partners within AFNHA. In addition to delivering program and 
project services to AFNHA communities and partners, AmeriCorps members touch the broader 
community with their extensive placement and resulting outreach. Essentially, each AmeriCorps member 
will be an ambassador for AFNHA and deliver the message of what an NHA is and what AFNHA can 
provide. AmeriCorps members will be trained to carry the message of the NHA designation and its 
benefits to the communities and act as a liaison between host partners and AFHA Inc. AmeriCorps 
members will become the connective tissue of AFNHA – the web that ties together the entire region. 
They will help strengthen the network of partners in the NHA. As these ambassadors increase in this role, 
they help grow the influence and effectiveness of the entire AFNHA partnership network. The power of 
an organized, coordinated consortium of regional partners offers opportunities for transformative 
initiatives in heritage development and community economic enhancement throughout AFNHA. 

Limitations of AmeriCorps 

There are limitations in what is allowed for the AmeriCorps program. AmeriCorps members are National 
Service members providing community service and are prohibited from replacing staff or being assigned 
routine administrative duties unrelated to their project. Thus they can’t replace staff for AFHA Inc. or for 
the sub-sponsor host sites. They also are prohibited from providing direct benefit to private businesses, 
from organizational fundraising, and from political advocacy. 

Because the AFNHA AmeriCorps program is funded through West Virginia, the program is not able to 
place members in the two Maryland counties. AFNHA is building relationships with some existing 
AmeriCorps programs in Maryland and can provide technical assistance to partners who may wish to 
apply for these other programs. This will enable some Maryland partners to take advantage of 
AmeriCorps service, although the ambassador function of their connection with AFNHA will be lessened. 
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AFNHA can also provide information and help link sites and projects with other AmeriCorps program 
opportunities, including Corps network, NCCC, and VISTA programs.  

As a result of these limitations, AFNHA needs to remain aware of the importance of staff and partnership 
network support to assist businesses, fundraising, and other activities beyond the scope of the 
AmeriCorps program. Priority emphasis on outreach and engagement with Maryland counties, where 
AFNHA AmeriCorps are not available, will be important for AFNHA staff and partners.  

Strategy: Offer AFNHA grants to partners 
The role of the grantor, played by many NHAs, will be beneficial in the central Appalachian Highlands, 
where there exist small organizations in need of funds to accomplish heritage projects and programs. 
Help with funding is probably the most requested assistance by AFNHA partners throughout the 
planning process. With NPS HPP funding, and other funding leveraged by that assistance, AFHA Inc. can 
become a grant-making agency for the AFNHA network. The initiative has a history of small project 
grants, as the initial grant through WVU that established the Appalachian Forest initiative included a 
small grants program. Funding for that program ended in 2006.  

The first AFNHA grant program, initiated during the management planning (for Year 1), is the Creative 
Economies Tourism Development Grant. The purpose of this grant program is to assist projects that 
enhance place-based tourism opportunities. This initial grant program is supported in part by Benedum 
Foundation funding, leveraged by HPP funds and local match, as part of the Highlands Creative 
Economy program (see below). The grant is intended to provide new or improved experiences for 
visitors, increase audience diversity, or address COVID-19 pandemic challenges. Grants for 18 projects 
have been awarded, including trail development, interpretation, and new tourism programs. Grants 
range from $1,000 to $5,000, and each will provide a local in-kind or cash match. The Tourism 
Development Grant program serves as a pilot grant-making effort, providing an opportunity to identify 
criteria, best practices, and procedures that will support AFNHA's more robust ongoing grant program. 

Once the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan is approved, and the funding 
level is increased, a subgrant program is anticipated to be a significant portion of budgeted funds. While 
criteria and details of the program remain to be developed, it is anticipated that these grants will be an 
opportunity for nonprofits and government partners to support projects related to management plan 
goals. In many cases, actions identified in the AFNHA Actions Matrix as partner roles could be eligible 
for AFNHA grants, with eligibility criteria adopted based on range of capacity and annual priorities. 
Those receiving grants will be expected to participate actively as AFNHA partners, to report on their 
projects and spending to meet NPS criteria, and to provide project funding to match the grant they 
receive. 

 Strategy: Develop the Highlands Creative Economy Program 
The Highlands Creative Economy Program is becoming an intentional, significant program for AFNHA 
tourism development and networking. This encompasses many of the tourism development strategies 
identified in Chapter 4.  

The Highlands Creative Economy Council has evolved from the Potomac Highlands Creative Economy 
group initiated by Eastern, filling the need to provide networking and outreach opportunities for local 
tourism bureaus, county tourism leaders, and local small tourist businesses. AFHA Inc. has been a 
consistent partner in this effort, including providing AmeriCorps assistance for some projects. In 2020, 
AFHA Inc., with added staff capacity from HPP funding, was able to take on a larger role. 

In 2021, Eastern asked AFHA Inc. to take co-leadership of what has been rebranded as the Highlands 
Creative Economy Program. The expanded program will foster networking opportunities, discuss 
successes, ongoing issues, and problems, and identify creative solutions. The collaborative effort 
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includes AFNHA roles as convener of monthly networking meetings and a Tourism Summit, and targeted 
assistance to support tourism product development and networking. Eastern WVCTC as an educational 
institution will provide several regular trainings and workshops focusing on tourism and small business  

development, as well as a continuing focus on agritourism. Guest speakers with direct experience in the 
creative economy and tourism industry will be invited to present industry trends and opportunities. The 
yearly Tourism Summit brings together partners to share ideas, learn from experiences, and work 
together to build a strong tourism and creative economy. The program will continue projects for tourism 
site development, including the initial tourism development grants program, as well as connecting 
multiple sites and providing assistance for low-capacity sites and communities, with an emphasis on 
COVID recovery. 

Actively Engage AFNHA Communities with 
Expanded Outreach  
Strategy: Raise awareness and engagement with AFNHA communities 
The topography, weather, and distance across the 18-country region of AFNHA can become barriers and 
impede efforts of person-to-person partnership engagement. Interstate highways cross the edges of the 
region, leaving only a network of U.S. routes, state highways, or local roads – often only two lanes – that 
wind through the mountains and valleys. Bringing people together, or traveling to meetings, often 
involves two or more hours travel time each way and sometimes means a trip extending over two days or 
more. Therefore, engaging with partners is difficult.  

Organizing the existing coalition of partners to form and win the designation of the Appalachian Forest 
National Heritage Area was no small feat. Continuing this partnership will require determined outreach, 
engagement, and communication to ensure the successful development and implementation of 
programs and projects that benefit the communities. Holding and attending meetings and activities in all 
parts of the area is very important and will rely on efforts of the whole AFNHA partnership network, not 
only AFHA Inc. staff. The original intention for management planning was to hold a series of public and 
community meetings in multiple counties, to expand outreach and awareness about AFNHA. While the 
pandemic resulted in virtual meetings, outreach plans for the first few years of plan implementation will 

AFNHA Executive Director Phyllis Baxter receives Eastern partnership APEX Award from (center) Dr. Megan Webb, 
Dean of Advancement and Continuing Education, along with (from left) Dr. Thomas Striplin, Eastern President, and 
Greg Greenwalt, Chair of Board of Governors, and (at right) Robert Burns, Director of Non-Profits, and Melissa 
Shockey, Workforce Education Program Coordinator.  



Chapter 5 AFNHA Management Plan Review Draft – June 2022  116 

include personal outreach to communities to raise awareness of AFNHA, share the goals of the 
management plan, and to build broader engagement and participation. 

Included in the outreach goal is the intentional effort to engage more actively with communities that 
traditionally have been left behind in other programs. People who are often not involved, not engaged, 
and not heard may include those impacted by poverty, poor communication or transportation access 
especially in rural areas, as well as minority groups such as African Americans, Native Americans, and 
recent immigrants. Reaching out to engage with these communities will involve examining the 
appropriate communication and outreach tools used with each community and demographic, and to 
make targeted outreach efforts. 

AFHA Inc. will establish broader engagement with the NHA constituency by implementing several new 
strategies. As described in further detail previously and in Chapters 4 and 6, AFHA Inc. is increasing its 
outreach to communities by becoming a communications hub. In addition, with the AmeriCorps 
members taking on a more significant role as ambassadors, their involvement becomes more essential to 
engaging and connecting the host partner sites and the communities in which they exist. The addition of 
field staff – new positions for AFHA Inc. projected by Year 5 – positioned strategically within the 18 
counties will enable AFHA Inc. to be physically present and actively participate more in local partners' 
meetings. Establishing a speakers bureau can provide opportunities to reach more groups and 
communities than staff are able to reach directly. Including board members and partner volunteers to 
talk about AFNHA can increase outreach opportunities. Finally, as the world has discovered through 
adaptation during the COVID pandemic, software and online web platforms now provide for remote 
engagement. While virtual engagement does not fulfill all of the benefits of in-person gathering, it does 
have the added advantage of allowing participation without long travel times and increases 
participation. Thus, even when return to in-person meetings becomes possible, virtual communications 
will remain a tool that AFNHA will continue to use for some meetings and outreach. 

AFNHA has a long history of stakeholder meetings, originally twice a year, then continued as annual 
meetings, that have been held at least once in each of the 18 AFNHA counties. Unfortunately, due to 
travel difficulties and lack of engagement, these meetings did not always attract a substantial audience 
of partners. During the management planning feedback, some partners expressed appreciation for the 
chance to meet with other partners and expressed interest in continuing these opportunities. The 
partnership energy raised by NHA designation and management planning is an opportunity to reset 
these meetings and gain expanded participation. Gatherings for the tourism summits under the Creative 
Economies Program have been successful and offer another opportunity to convene partners, as do 
training workshops in general. AFNHA will continue to offer gathering opportunities to convene partners 
and stakeholders, to provide information and opportunities to learn, plan, interact, and celebrate, and to 
showcase the rich variety of assets and opportunities around the region.  

Throughout the 30-year history of NHAs, the benefit of active, continuous outreach and engagement has 
proven vital. Those NHAs which make this a priority of their mission have often the most impressive track 
records of success. The partnership of an NHA is, indeed, the fundamental management apparatus of 
the NHA, with the coordinating entity orchestrating the collective efforts. 

Strategy: Expand AFNHA Network Outreach 
Promotion within AFNHA to reach and engage stakeholder and partners is subtly different from 
marketing to attract tourists as discussed in Chapter 4. Internal communication with partners, potential 
partners, and stakeholders is essential to build and strengthen the AFNHA partnership network and to 
increase stakeholder and community engagement. Many of the same promotional tools may overlap 
between internal engagement and tourist marketing – especially using virtual tools like website and 
social media. But the target audience, and messages, often differ.  
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One consideration important for communications within the network is the need to stay flexible in 
methods to be inclusive of all audiences. Communication methods vary over generations and 
experience, and availability varies with location and demographics. It is important to not leave audiences 
out. This is especially notable with the move toward more digital communications which reach larger 
numbers of people with less effort and cost. However, a little extra effort can be important to find ways 
to still reach those in communities who do not use or have access to computers or smart phones. 

Expanding digital communications is important, as is taking advantage of social media and digital 
platforms as opportunities to convey messages and increase engagement. A professional, up-to-date, 
comprehensive website, regular electronic newsletters, active social media outreach and cross-
promotion, and compelling photos and personal stories, keep the messages about AFNHA alive both for 
internal and tourist audiences. 

Traditional broadcast and print media remain important as well. Rural communities have significant 
numbers of people who read newspapers and listen to the radio more than they are on Facebook. Being 
published in the newspaper, or quoted on TV news, can be especially important in reaching community 
leaders and establishing credibility and official standing for activities.  

In person and word of mouth outreach remains essential, especially in rural communities. Reading about 
an organization or activity opportunity is often a first step, but many people are more likely to take 
action when they also hear about it from a friend. Many of the activities included in this plan, from 
encouraging visitation to sites and events, volunteering with a project, or attending a community 
meeting, are all opportunities to increase personal engagement and build the AFNHA partnership 
network.  

Strategy: Establish a structured partnership program 
AFNHA will identify ways that the partnership network works together, including more definition of 
partner roles. Currently, the partners who have a fiscal relationship with AFHA Inc., such as AmeriCorps 
site sponsors, have a written agreement defining the relationship. Developing a Memorandum of 
Understanding program that can also include partners working together or supporting AFNHA projects 
and programs, can expand this network of formal partners. One example could be AFNHA Tourism Site 
Partners for those partners serving the visiting public who wish to be part of AFNHA joint promotion and 
branding, and who agree to meet public readiness criteria. A partnership program can encourage 
participation by formal and informal partners with varied roles and interests in engaging with AFNHA. 
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CHAPTER 6 
Manage and Sustain the NHA Coordinating Entity 
 
This chapter and the financial projections in Appendix H constitute the business plan component of the 
management plan.  

Appalachian Forest Heritage Area Inc. (AFHA Inc.), the congressionally-designated coordinating entity 
for the National Heritage Area, is a nonprofit organization chartered in 2003 under the laws of the State 
of West Virginia. Responsibilities are defined by the regulations that govern 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organizations, including those of the State of West Virginia and the Internal Revenue Service. 

The designating legislation states that AFHA Inc. shall be governed by a board of directors whose 
membership shall represent a geographic balance across the 18 counties. The law further states the 
board shall consist of at least seven but not more than 15 members, and be a "balanced group of 
diverse interests, including forest, environmental, cultural heritage, tourism, and regional agency 
partners… [that] shall manage the activities and affairs of the local coordinating entity" in accordance 
with bylaws adopted by the AFHA Inc. Board of Directors and subject to state and federal laws.1 

Role of the Appalachian Forest Heritage Area Inc.   
AFHA Inc. is a well-respected organization throughout the central Appalachian forest of Maryland and 
West Virginia. Although small, its staff is dedicated to the communities within which they work and has a 
track record of securing project grants. In addition, the network of partners within AFNHA is working to 
advance their efforts for the benefit of the 
communities, local businesses, and residents. 
Throughout the management planning process, many 
partners expressed concern about the lack of human 
capital. The plan addresses the role AFHA Inc. can 
play in coordinating and assisting organizations with 
operational, technical, and informational services. Assisting with capacity building – through skill building 
and information gathering, mobilization of people, and helping to find or provide funding – is the 
biggest need identified by partners. This chapter discusses the roles of AFHA Inc. in supporting the 
AFNHA partnership network and providing programs to assist partners. 

Goal 5: Manage, Promote, and Sustain Appalachian Forest            
Heritage Area, Inc. as the NHA Coordinating Entity 

Manage AFHA Inc. to provide direct service programs and         
leadership for partner initiatives 
Strategy: AFHA Inc. supports AFNHA Partnership Network 
A number of implementation activities identified in the management plan will involve significant staff 
time and resources from AFHA Inc. in order to take a leadership role. The degree of responsibility from 
the coordinating entity will vary and may evolve over time. In some cases, one or more AFNHA partners 
may take the lead while AFHA Inc. coordinates and communicates those opportunities. In other cases, 
these may be significant AFHA Inc. activities, possibly becoming major AFHA Inc. programs.  

                                                        
1 Title VI—National Heritage Areas, Section 6001, John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation 
Act, Public Law 116-9, https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ9/PLAW-116publ9.pdf accessed April 21, 2022. 

“AFNHA can help address challenges 

most entities face – funding, technical 

assistance, and unified messaging.” 
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Act as a Convener 
As a leading organization in the 18-county region of the Appalachian Highlands of Maryland and West 
Virginia, AFHA Inc. has a vital role to play as a convener of partners that support each other’s efforts 
while collectively advancing the goals and opportunities of AFNHA. 

Throughout the management planning process, partner organizations continued to express the desire 
for AFHA Inc. to play a vital role as collaborative leader. As a convener, AFHA Inc. can be responsible for 
bringing people together to address issues, problems, or opportunities within the NHA. In the context of 
collaborative leadership, this involves convening representatives from multiple sectors for a multi-
meeting process. AFHA Inc. already functions in this role to a degree; most notably through the 
Highlands Creative Economy program. Taking on a more significant role as a convener and fostering 
communication between partners will further benefit the existing relationships between public officials, 
business professionals, leaders of the community, and nonprofit organizations already working in 
AFNHA. AFHA Inc. is an influential and respected organization, and its congressional mandate provides 
a level of authority to function as a convener. Other organizations and groups within the AFNHA 
partnership network also offer a convening role, and AFHA Inc. will support their efforts. 

When acting as a convener, AFHA Inc.'s responsibility will be to serve as the organizer and administrator 
of the NHA collaboration, carrying out the preliminary and follow-up tasks agreed to by the partners. In 
creating a platform for the collaboration, AFHA Inc. will reach out to involved and potential partners to 
clarify needs and purposes of these collaborative leadership efforts and to secure partner and 
stakeholder buy-in and participation. In this role, AFHA Inc. will not be taking over partners' projects. 
Instead, the purpose is to provide regular forms of communication between the public and private 
sectors so that the outcome of each partner's work can be known and possibly enhanced by other 
partners in the region.  

In addition to the regional leadership roundtable initiated during management planning, and the 
Highlands Creative Economy group working on tourism development, other sectors, such as 
conservation, recreation, and cultural heritage may also offer opportunities for convening in collaborative 
networking groups. Where other organizations take the lead, AFHA Inc. will participate and support 
those efforts. Where collaborative leadership is needed, AFHA Inc. may assist. These actions will require 
considerable staff time, along with travel and meeting resources.  

Develop an Information Clearinghouse 
Many of these tasks involve collecting, organizing, updating, and communicating information. Actions 
mentioned in the plan in this category include consolidation and continued expansion of the asset 
inventory, discussed in Chapter 2, and collecting and archiving thematic information, research and 
stories discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter 5 discusses the information clearinghouse specifically. AFHA Inc. 
will assist in collating and sharing information, and over time may take a leadership role for this within 
the AFNHA partnership network. Shared information may include a partners directory, with identification 
and update of organization information including partners and stakeholders, with contact information for 
communications. Specific directories requested by partners include professional skills and an artists’ 
directory. A regional calendar of events is also a primary request.  

Accomplishing this information clearinghouse will need some outlay for software and the expertise to set 
up efficient systems. But the main challenge will be the extensive personnel time it will take to collect, 
update, organize, and share information, including collaboration with partners to include their 
information. AFHA Inc. staff responsibilities are discussed below in the section addressing staffing.  
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Collaborate on Funding Opportunities 
This strategy brings together a number of the actions already discussed, with a focus on finding project 
funding. The information clearinghouse can collect and provide information on grants and funding 
opportunities. Training and technical assistance can help partners with grant writing and fundraising 

skills. While some potential sources of project funding 
are noted in the Partners list (Appendix E), developing 
and sharing this information will be an implementation 
task. Direct funding of projects by the AFNHA grants 
program is also discussed below.  

Convening collaborative groups provides connections and opportunities to cooperate. Taking the next 
step to collaborate on funding requests and leveraging larger cooperative projects will be an outgrowth 
of convening of collaborative groups. As an example, AFHA Inc. has already been a partner on 
collaborative funding through the Mon Forest Towns initiative.  

Facilitate Volunteer Management 
An important part of supporting organizational capacity building is volunteer management. AFHA Inc. is 
piloting a volunteerism program in Year 1 that will grow into a regional volunteer program to support 
volunteer management for interested partners. This volunteer management program is expected to 
include volunteer management training for partners, based on AFNHA experience and the new 
volunteerism curriculum developed by Volunteer West Virginia. Training will be offered annually or when 
needed, to help organizations take a more organized approach to recruiting, managing, and retaining 
their own volunteers. The program will also offer an on-line volunteerism portal for connecting 
volunteers with volunteer opportunities. Like the information clearinghouse, this will require setting up a 
robust and appropriate software tracking and communications system, and substantial staff time to 
implement the program (discussed below). Additional services may include tracking and recognition of 
volunteers, as well as program evaluation.  

Provide Technical Assistance and Training 
AFHA Inc. can offer training opportunities to AFNHA partners in a number of fields of expertise, as 
discussed in Chapter 5. Building on training provided to AmeriCorps members, some of these skills will 
be offered on a regular basis either virtually, or in person. Volunteer management training has already 
been mentioned. Another example is interpretation training, which can include principles of 
interpretation, interpretive and design skills for products such as signs and exhibits, and tour guide 
training for personal interpretive programs. Other workshops will be tied to programs such as the 
Highlands Creative Economy, or to training requests from partners. AFHA Inc. staff who have expertise 
in commonly needed training fields and skills will enable AFHA Inc. to provide robust training 
opportunities for partners at minimal cost. In addition to trainings offered by AFHA Inc. staff, some will 
be provided by trainers arranged by AFHA Inc., and some will be offered by partners and available to 
attendees outside their own organization. Many of these trainings will be provided for free, or at a 
nominal cost to cover expenses, although some may be fee-based workshops. Going beyond group 
workshops to one-to-one technical assistance is also mostly a matter of staff expertise and time. A 
number of partners offer assistance in specific needs, such as small business assistance. Technical 
assistance will be a role for AFHA Inc. field staff, who will be close to, and able to assist, partners in local 
communities. Another benefit is that staff can include assistance to business partners, a role that federal 
law prohibits AmeriCorps members from doing.  

 
 
 

"Human capacity and funding for resource 

development [are] critical.” 
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Coordinate Communications and Outreach 
No list of NHA responsibilities can be complete without including the essential task of communicating 
activities, messages, and opportunities. This includes branding and building identity and communicating 
current AFNHA activities. For tourist audiences, as discussed in Chapter 4, external marketing is a 
partnership effort including attractions, CVBs and other tourism marketing entities, state tourism 
agencies, with AFHA Inc. as a partner, especially in promoting AFNHA as a destination. To grow 
engagement and participation in the partnership, as described in Chapter 5, AFHA Inc. will have 
substantial roles of sharing partner news and communications across AFNHA, and engagement with 
partners and stakeholders. This involves substantial staff time, as well as meetings, travel, 
communications, and marketing costs.  

Strategy: AFHA Inc. operates programs to support AFNHA 
Activities of AFHA Inc. that are major operational programs, usually with dedicated funding sources, are 
discussed in this section. Some of the strategies previously discussed may have the potential to grow 
into major programs, as shown by the recent establishment of the Highlands Creative Economy 
program.  

 

AmeriCorps 
AFHA Inc. has a long, successful history with AmeriCorps, a federal program funded by the AmeriCorps 
Federal Agency (formerly the Corporation for National and Community Service), as described in Chapter 
5. AmeriCorps members are assigned to sub-sponsor partner organizations and sites throughout the 
West Virginia counties of AFNHA. These members assist the sub-sponsor host organization in 
completion of projects that further management plan goals, provide capacity building for the host 
organization, and provide outreach and networking as ambassadors of AFNHA to help connect the 
partnership network and serve the larger community.  

 

 

AFHA AmeriCorps members reset historic cemetery marker as a service project.  
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Administration of the AmeriCorps program is supported 
by the AmeriCorps grant and partner site fees. AFHA 
Inc., as program sponsor, is responsible for payroll and 
expenses for the AmeriCorps member stipends. 
Program costs also include one full-time Program 
Manager and additional time from other staff, plus 
training, travel, supplies, background checks, and program evaluation. Grant funds generally cover at 
least 50% of these costs, with the balance from the site fees and in-kind contributions by the sites. The 
AmeriCorps grant must undergo a recompete application each three-year cycle and be approved for 
funding. Within the cycle, modifications and budget changes are approved annually. AmeriCorps allows 
most types of federal funding to be used towards match, but AmeriCorps funds or reported match 
cannot be used to match HPP funding from NPS. While the AmeriCorps match expectation is normally 
50-50, for two recent years AmeriCorps has offered a COVID match waiver, enabling AFHA Inc. to use 
some of the AmeriCorps site fees from nonprofit partners as HPP program funding match. AFHA Inc. 
intends to pursue alternative match options in future AmeriCorps grant cycles to enable some of the site 
fees to help match HPP funding, while helping support AmeriCorps member service towards fulfilling 
management plan activities.  

AFNHA Grants Program - Administration, Management, and Oversight 
As detailed in Chapter 5, AFHA Inc. will create, advertise, administer, and manage a grant program to 
support programs and projects that advance the goals of the NHA. Much of the funding for these 
subgrants will come from Heritage Partnership Program (HPP) funding through the National Park Service. 
In offering these grants, AFHA Inc. will play a role as a small granting entity while continuing to have 
some role in the project development and implementation to ensure projects meet the AFNHA goals 
and objectives. The AFHA Inc. Board of Directors will designate policies and responsibilities for 
developing procedures for this grant program. Most likely the board will delegate a committee to 
develop grant eligibility and criteria, and to accept and review applications from the partnership 
network, with formal approval of grant awards provided by the board. While many management plan 
actions are included as eligible for the grants program, the grants committee will develop eligibility 
criteria and objectives for the grant competition, which may vary depending on priority objectives for the 
grant cycle.  

Grant recipients will be required to meet a 
specified match – usually a dollar-to-dollar match 
ratio. Documented in-kind is expected to be 
eligible as match, but federal funding is not. The 
criteria for the grant program will be developed 
in Year 1, with feedback and experience from the 
initial AFNHA Tourism Development Grant. The 
wider program will be targeted to begin when 
full HPP funding is available, likely in Year 2. 
Administration of the subgrant program to 
recipients, including financial administration and 
reporting, documentation paperwork meeting 
NPS requirements, technical assistance to 
grantees to help support their projects, and 
reporting on project completion and outcomes, 
will be the responsibility of AFHA Inc. staff 
working closely with grant recipients.  

"We don't have enough warm   
bodies. We rely on AmeriCorps for 

bright people that help."  

 

LaVale Toll Gate House will open for visitors with the help of 
a Tourism Development Grant awarded by AFNHA in the 
program’s initial round of funding in 2022.     
(Credit: mdmountainside.com)  
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Highlands Creative Economy 
Another program role involves the newly developed partnership with Eastern West Virginia Community 
and Technical College (Eastern WVCTC) to host the Highlands Creative Economy Group. Originally 
composed only within the Potomac Highlands region in West Virginia, the group expanded to include 
AFNHA's 18 counties, including Allegany and Garrett counties in western Maryland. AFHA Inc. is now 
convening and taking leadership for the networking components of this program, while Eastern 
continues to lead on training delivery and agriculture. With support from a 2021 Benedum Foundation 
grant, this effort is continuing the monthly virtual networking meetings, Tourism Summit, and trainings, 
and has initiated the first Tourism Development Grant Program, funded in part from the Benedum grant 
as well as initial NHA funding.  

Appalachian Forest Discovery Center 
and Communication of Themes 
AFHA Inc. operates the Appalachian Forest 
Discovery Center (AFDC) to provide a hub for 
visitor information, interpretation of AFNHA 
themes, and a small gift shop. AFHA Inc. also 
owns the historic Darden Mill where the AFDC 
and West Virginia Railroad Museum are 
located, and is responsible for preservation, 
improvements, and operations of the facility. A 
number of the regional tourism development 
actions recommended in Chapter 3 and 4 are 
responsibilities that AFHA Inc. will focus on, 
with priorities to connect sites together and to 
help tell the larger Appalachian Forest story. 
These efforts include thematic story maps 
and connecting sites, establishing gateways 
and thematic info at partner locations, and 
helping develop the regional tourism 
destination. 

Operate AFHA Inc. According to Best Management Practices 
Structure and Description of the Appalachian Forest Heritage Area, Inc. 
From early beginnings as a Forestry Heritage Trail initiative in 2001 to the ultimate development of a 
National Heritage Area, AFHA Inc. has steadily continued to evolve as an organization and to grow a 
strong network of partners. Incorporated in 2003, the organization is headquartered in Elkins, West 
Virginia, with four core staff and several AmeriCorps members. The core staff of AFHA Inc. currently 
includes an Executive Director, a Deputy Director, an AmeriCorps Program Manager, and a 
Communications Manager. In addition, AFHA Inc. also has AmeriCorps members assigned to AFNHA 
projects, currently a pollinator coordinator, a museum associate, a heritage tourism associate, and a 
recreation tourism associate. These, along with more than 30 other AmeriCorps members located with 
partner hosts sites throughout the 16 West Virginia counties, are the current nucleus of the NHA's 
operations, management, and program delivery. 

 
 
 
 

 

Appalachian Forest Discovery Center in the Darden Mill 
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Strategy: Continually improve organizational governance and management 

Staffing 
As AFHA Inc. grows and evolves during the implementation period of this management plan, other staff 
additions will be necessary. While specifics of position titles may be flexible, providing for each of these 
roles will be important. Expectations for staff needed to implement the management plan are based on 
two executive level positions and three program manager positions short term (Years 1-3), and 
eventually adding two field positions (anticipated mid term, Years 5-7).  

The Executive Director is responsible for direct work with the board to advance the policies and mission 
of AFNHA. Additionally, the Executive Director can play a significant role developing more relationships 
for increased opportunities for programmatic growth, fund development, and revenue generation. The 
Executive Director is an enhanced role working to position AFHA Inc. as a vital regional partner with 
businesses, governments, agencies, and communities within the 18 counties of AFNHA.  

Other executive level duties, currently the responsibility of the Deputy Director, include oversight of 
administration and management, financial management oversight including accounting, audits, and 
grant reporting, a major role in partnership relations, and working with the Executive Director to advance 
AFNHA's programs and projects. One priority skill to add will be a development professional focused on 
fundraising, writing and management of grants, membership, sponsorships, donor outreach, events, and 
earned income initiatives. Whether as a stand-alone position, or as a significant portion of duties for one 
of the directors, adding resource development as a focus and skill set is a priority goal by Year 4.  

A new program manager level position of Operations Manager is planned starting in Year 1. This 
position will relieve the Deputy Director of some current bookkeeping and administration duties, 
improving financial separation of duties, and focusing the Deputy on management and oversight of the 
organization, including relationships with partners. This new Operations Manager position will also help 
with increased workload implementing the management plan, such as administering the AFNHA grants 
program, the information clearinghouse, and the volunteer program.  

The AmeriCorps Program Manager is responsible for most administration of the AFNHA AmeriCorps 
program, and is funded primarily through that program. Currently, the Deputy Director manages payroll 
and helps administer the program, while the Executive Director holds the title of Program Director, and 
is responsible for grant-writing, oversight, long-range planning, and evaluation of this program. The 
director title and more responsibility may be moved to the Program Manager in future years, but with a 
30- to 40-member program, help from additional staff is still important, as the workload requires more 
than a single position. 

The Communications Manager is responsible for communications and outreach, including essential 
activities like newsletters, website, social media, and organization publications. The Communications 
Manager supports information planning and flow for the organization, marketing both for stakeholder 
(internal) and tourist (external) audiences, and direct communications for programs affiliated with 
AFNHA. In the outreach role, this staff member currently acts as convener for the Highlands Creative 
Economy networking activities, and oversees outreach for the pollinator initiative. This role of outreach 
to, working with, and convening partners will become increasingly important, whether it is the 
responsibility of one staff member, or shared between several positions. 
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Other important skills to consider for staff are subject matter experts who can work with partners, 
provide technical assistance and training in fields such as tourism development, conservation, historic 
preservation, cultural heritage, and interpretation. While a dedicated staff position for each of these is 
likely not practical, looking for a variety of professional backgrounds as staff are added can increase the 
services AFHA Inc. can offer, and build credibility with partners.  

Currently all staff are based in Elkins, working in the Darden Mill and a nearby rented office building. In 
the future, AFHA Inc. should add at least two field staff positions strategically located in counties across 
the AFNHA region. The field staff will have a primary responsibility to carry the message of the benefits 
of the NHA, will provide technical assistance and project help to partners, and will strengthen those 
partnership relationships with businesses, local governments, and organizations that, together, can 
advance the goals of AFNHA.  

When noting the staff responsibilities of the strategies described above, it is likely that additional AFHA 
Inc. staff will be needed as programs grow, and to the extent that partnership support activities become 
significant program responsibilities. These personnel could be located either in the Elkins office, or in 
field locations, as appropriate to best meet program needs.  

In addition to professional staff, AFHA Inc.’s AmeriCorps program is unique among the many different 
program structures of NHAs. While AmeriCorps members are considered national service members, not 
staff, they nevertheless make outstanding contributions to the mission of AFNHA. With the NHA 
designation, AFHA Inc. will train AmeriCorps members to carry out their programs and projects with host 
partner sites as an extension, and under the umbrella, of AFNHA. This cadre of personnel significantly 
enhance AFHA Inc.'s ability to implement the recommendations of this management plan. Additionally, 
as described in Chapter 5, the AmeriCorps members act as AFNHA ambassadors to the towns and 
counties in which they are assigned. AmeriCorps will continue as a vital, integral component of the 
operation of the NHA, supporting AFNHA partners and their projects and programs across the region, 
helping to build capacity in host organizations, and representing AFNHA within the communities where 
they serve. 

Succession Planning and Personnel Policies 
AFHA Inc. has a long-tenured Executive Director and Deputy Director who oversee the management 
and operations of AFHA Inc. and the Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area. Both persons in these 
positions also maintain vast institutional knowledge of the intricacies and complexities of the 
organization and its work. This longevity of management is one of the primary reasons for the 
organization’s success. AFHA Inc. will develop transition plans for its executive staff and its board chair 
to provide orderly transition when a change occurs to one of those positions, and to minimize the loss of 
institutional knowledge when a long-tenured leader leaves or retires. AFHA Inc.’s staff and executive 
committee will develop a leadership succession plan to be adopted by the board and implemented 
when there is a leadership transition. 

AFHA Inc. operates with professional personnel policies that establish responsibilities and expectations, 
and follow all applicable regulations, both for employees and AmeriCorps members. The staff culture of 
the organization is one of commitment to mission, collaboration, and respect for employees’ personal 
needs in conjunction with their professional responsibilities. AFHA Inc. employment practices welcome 
AmeriCorps alums, emerging professionals, non-traditional careers, and representatives of diverse 
groups as applicants.  
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Operate AFHA Inc. According to Best Practices 
Management and governance of AFHA Inc. is conducted by a board with membership that can range 
from 7 to 15 individuals. The AFHA Inc. Board of Directors aims to represent interest groups including 
those identified in the designating legislation as the forest industry, environmental interests, cultural 
heritage interests, tourism interests, and regional agency partners. One-third of AFHA Inc.'s board 
members are elected at the annual meeting by the members each year.2 A board member serves for a 
three-year term, and the board selects officers from its members. The board's gender diversity is 
currently fairly split between women and men, with one woman holding an officer's position as treasurer. 
The racial composition of the board is currently all white, with commitment to diversify representation 
whenever feasible. The board has five permanent committees responsible for governance of the 
organization – executive, finance, audit, nominating, and personnel. Membership on these governance 
committees is from one to four board members. In addition, the board establishes ad hoc programming 
committees, and encourages non-board members to serve on these committees. Programming 
committees include management planning and communications. AFHA Inc. staff provide information to 
the board members and support to the committees. 

AFHA Inc. operates with articles of incorporation and bylaws that govern the organization and its board. 
The bylaws are reviewed regularly and describe the governance and organization of AFHA Inc. The 
board develops and approves policies setting out in more detail the operation of the organization, 
including personnel policies, conflict of interest, and financial procedures. In addition, a board 
expectation agreement outlines board members' roles, responsibilities, terms, attendance policy, 
support of AFHA Inc., communications, and conflict of interest. Both the AFHA Inc. policies and the 
expectation agreement are updated annually and define the number of board meetings per year, board 

2 A member currently is any person who signs up for the AFNHA newsletter, but this can be changed by board 

policy. 
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Board members and staff representing AFNHA receive a Forest Service Partnership Honor Award from 
Monongahela National Forest Supervisor Shawn Cochran.  
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members' responsibilities for attendance and participation, and further explains the organization's 
committees, their functions, and membership. The board expectation agreement is provided to each 
board member and is to be read, signed, and returned to AFHA Inc. with the board member selecting 
the committee(s) on which they choose to participate. 

Historically, AFHA Inc.'s annual budgets have been below the threshold for specific required 
governmental reporting, and its internal financial reporting has not been overly complex, though it does 
account for multiple, overlapping, AmeriCorps reimbursement grants. AFHA Inc. completes a certified 
financial review each year and files required IRS-990 filings and grant reporting. With expected 
expansion of funding and funding sources, including increases with NHA designation, AFHA Inc. will 
contract with an accounting firm with experience in nonprofit accounting to advise the organization as it 
prepares for and anticipates annual audits requiring greater detail. Financial reports provided to the 
board include detail for balance sheets and income statements, an annual operating budget adopted by 
the board, and the reporting of budget to actual expenses as the fiscal year advances. AFHA Inc. 
operates on a fiscal year starting January 1. The organization will continue to implement continuous 
improvements in financial as well as operating policies, based on best practices and government 
requirements.  

Ensure Sustainability and Growth of AFNHA 
Strategy: Develop funding strategies 

Develop a Funding Plan 
AFHA Inc. will develop a comprehensive funding strategy that leverages diverse sources of revenue to 
support operations, projects, and programs. Articulating that strategy is the primary responsibility of a 
development professional working with the Executive Director and the board to implement. AFHA Inc. 
has remarkable in-kind and cash support from partners leveraged by current programs.  

Board and staff will work together to identify other grants, potential sources of earned revenue, donor 
and sponsorship opportunities, and other fund sources that can support and sustain AFHA Inc. As the 
demands of AFNHA programs and projects increase over the years, so too will the need to add 
additional resources to accomplish the many activities anticipated to fulfill this plan.  

Utilize NPS Heritage Partnership Program Funding to Support AFNHA 
The base funding source to fulfill the goals of this management plan is from NHA funding – specifically 
Heritage Partnership Program (HPP) funds dedicated to NHAs, through the National Park Service 
budget. These funds are appropriated annually and distributed according to a formula to designated 
NHAs. The budget of funds available to NHAs working on management planning is modest, with a 
significant increase expected following NPS approval of the management plan. All HPP funds received 
must be matched equally by non-federal funds and in-kind contributions, as described in the Financial 
Projection (Appendix H). These funds will provide the initial support for AFHA Inc. staff and operations, 
and for the direct grants program. The HPP funds also provide important leverage when seeking 
additional grants and funding revenue to accomplish programs and projects identified in the 
management plan.  

Pursue Grants to Implement Projects and Programs 
AFNHA partners have a successful track record of seeking grants for projects, from a variety of federal, 
state, and foundation sources. This is certainly an avenue to continue both for AFHA Inc. in 
implementing projects and programs, and for the AFNHA partnership network collaborating on grant 
projects and supporting each other for individual asks. However, often grants are for specific projects, or 
limited time programs. They are rarely available for long-term operations and they often require 
matching funds from other sources.  
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Some possible sources for potential grant or partnership funding are noted in the Partners list (Appendix 
E). Some partners have supported AFNHA projects in the past, while others potentially fund the types of 
projects proposed in this plan. Seeking out additional information about potential grant sources is a 
recommended implementation strategy. Aggressively pursuing and leveraging multiple revenue 
opportunities is an important part of a robust and diverse funding strategy.  

Strategy: Create revenue-generating programs and projects  
AFHA Inc. is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization and is not required to pay federal income tax. It does not 
mean that AFHA Inc. cannot generate revenue by charging for its services, collecting fees, or developing 
income-generating opportunities. Any activity within the mission of AFHA Inc.'s exempt status that 
generates revenue is exempt from taxation. Many other NHAs generate revenue that support their 
operations, advance programs and projects, or are reinvested back into the NHA and its assets. 

A major opportunity for AFHA Inc. is to leverage the skills of staff, the programs provided, and the 
visibility of the NHA to include income generating opportunities that further the AFNHA mission. These 
opportunities should balance the costs, including funding, time, and effort involved, and benefits, 
including contribution to mission as well as financial return. Another consideration is balancing services 
that AFHA Inc. provides without charge (funded by HPP funds or other sources) to serve partners, as 
compared to services that are administratively more expensive and require some compensation by 
beneficiaries to cover those costs. Some of these potential earned income opportunities may include: 

● Program fees for partner programs – This may include cash fees paid and in-kind reported. 
These are essential to the success of many programs, even those with substantial grant funding. 
In some cases, these may be encumbered by match requirements of those programs. When not 
encumbered by other match reporting, they may be available for use matching HPP funding. 

● Admission fees – Currently admission to the Appalachian Forest Discovery Center is free, with 
donations encouraged. Many other small museums in the region charge a modest admission 
fee, typically to help offset some of the costs for utilities, insurance, and maintenance. Changing 
this policy to charge a fee at the Discovery Center, or for other AFNHA facilities, is a possibility.  

● Fee for participation products – As AFNHA develops programs for participation, some may 
involve a fee for products or rewards for participation. This may include items such as passport 
booklets, pins or patches, or other awards. In most cases the fee would be nominal, to cover the 
cost of the materials. 

● Tour services – AFHA Inc. could provide services as a receptive operator to organize and 
provide group tours, as some other NHAs do. Another possibility might be to serve as an 
organizer to schedule and ticket specialized tour opportunities, such as for forest management 
or factory tours. 

● Fee for service – This may include providing fiscal agent, grant writing, and grant administration 
services, technical assistance, and other professional assistance services. Provision of these 
services will be dependent on the skills available and program responsibilities of AFHA Inc. staff 
and providers. 

● Events – AFHA Inc. could consider organizing, or playing a major partner role, in fundraising 
events, or in programming events that generate some revenue such as through tickets or 
sponsorships.  

● Inventory sales – AFHA Inc. can expand the gift shop at the Appalachian Forest Discovery 
Center and can develop logo items or other AFNHA merchandise that can be sold there, 
through partner outlets, and on-line.  
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● Facility rental – AFHA Inc. owns the historic Darden Mill where the Appalachian Forest Discovery 
Center is located. Much of the second floor of this facility is leased to a partner museum, for a 
monthly rental fee that covers utilities share for that space and a portion toward building 
expenses. The building also offers potential for rented space for meetings or events, and once 
the third floor is complete, for other uses such as for offices and additional interpretive space.  

Strategy: Grow fundraising and sustainability 
Critical to every nonprofit is the need to grow multiple sources of revenue that contribute to a base of 
funding and ensure sustainability. For AFHA Inc., the NPS HPP funding provides a base of operational 
and program support that is essential to implementing this management plan. Other funds will be raised 
to provide match for HPP funding and to enhance or expand operations and programs. 

Membership  
AFHA Inc. initially has established a friendly, open membership program whereby any individual, 
business, organization, or government agency that signs up for its newsletter is considered a member. 
Membership does not require any donation or dues, but simply an expressed interest in AFHA Inc. and 
its work by registering. Members are notified of stakeholder meetings and the annual membership 
meeting at which they vote on the nominated slate of board members. The membership size stands at 
1,150 as of the end of 2021. This no dues policy was a purposeful decision during the establishment of 
the AFNHA network in order to encourage maximum participation. At some point AFHA Inc. may decide 
to amend the membership program and implement annual dues to make the membership more formal 
and generate a small revenue source for the NHA. While membership dues per se do not usually raise 
significant amounts of funding, the membership is an important source to build relationships for 
soliciting donors. Membership may also be structured to offer members additional value for their 
membership, such as free facility or event admission, free or discounted AFNHA logo merchandise, or 
included program benefits.  

Develop and Strengthen Donor Fundraising 
Donations are a critical part of a diverse funding strategy, and important source of non-federal match. 
Most often these will be unrestricted funds that can be used to sustain the organization, and for 
purposes not eligible for restricted grants and federal programs. AFHA Inc. does not have a strong track 
record of donor development or fundraising efforts, in part as a conscious choice as a young 
organization to limit perceived competition for donors with local partners. An evaluation of this policy, 
and thoughtful expansion of fundraising efforts, is needed to build a base of donors for the organization, 
and for projects.  

Create an Endowment or Reserve Fund 
When analyzing organizational sustainability, many potential funders and creditors look at endowments 
and reserve fund balances as part of a risk assessment of an organization. A target amount for a 
minimum reserve fund is a balance that can sustain the organization for three to six months if no 
additional grants are secured.  

The addition of a professional fund development staff member will greatly enhance AFHA Inc.'s ability to 
build its fundraising operations. Conducting an end-of-year campaign, soliciting donations from 
members and the public during the annual, national Day-of-Giving campaign, mining prospective 
benefactors, and soliciting sponsorships from corporations and businesses, will help build additional 
financial resources that support the programs and projects of AFNHA, in addition to providing stability 
and funding for AFHA Inc. 
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Financial Analysis 
To assist AFHA Inc. in its goal of fiscal sustainability, a financial projection has been created to provide a 
10-year budget forecast (Appendix H). This projection is based on the calendar year (the AFHA Inc. fiscal 
year) with Year 1 being the year during which the management plan is submitted. This chart is populated 
with expected operational revenue and expenses for all AFHA Inc. programs that contribute to this 
management plan. AFHA Inc. activities include substantial programming funded from HPP funding, as 
well as from other federal and non-federal sources. This financial projection includes expected revenue 
from the HPP funding through the National Park Service, from non-federal match that is leveraged by 
those HPP funds, as well as from other revenue sources including other federal grants. Expenditures 
from HPP funds and match leveraged for those funds are primarily used for staff, consultant, and 
operational costs not connected to other revenue streams; subgrants for partner projects; direct projects 
and program expenses (many of which are noted in Implementation Priorities); and for travel and event 
costs (such as travel to complete projects, and stakeholder outreach events) needed to implement 
programs and projects identified in the management plan. Other federal funds, such as the AmeriCorps 
grant, Forest Service cooperative agreement funds, and occasional other grants, are used to pay the 
staff and program costs specific to those programs and agreements.  

Because AFHA Inc. activities also include substantial programming funded from other federal sources in 
addition to HPP funds, a separate section on available non-federal match is included below the Revenue 
and Expense section of the Financial Projection chart. This section identifies projected non-federal 
funding that is available for HPP match. Federal source income – whether from HPP, AmeriCorps, or 
other federal sources – or resources used as match for other federal sources, are not counted in the 
“Available for NPS match” section. Available non-federal match generally comes from donations; state, 
local, or foundation grants; earned income; subgrant match from recipients; and administrative fees that 
are not used to match another grant. 

This financial projection will be a tool for the executive staff and board to use as it plans future 
operational, program, and project budgets and sustainability for AFNHA. In addition, the forecast 
provides AFHA Inc. a guide to know how much funding it will need to cover the costs of operations and 
programs, and to meet the NHA non-federal match requirement, in the ensuing years of the 
management plan.  
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CHAPTER 7 
Implementation Plan and Conclusions 

The Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area Management Plan sets forth the mission of the National 
Heritage Area, its goals for the first 15 years, and a vision for what accomplishment of those goals will 
mean for the region. In addition, the management plan serves as a guide for AFHA Inc. and the AFNHA 
partnership network to reach that vision through collaborative action carried out at a landscape level. 
AFNHA overlays an extensive partnership network that has already begun to work collaboratively in the 
region. This management plan builds on the synergy that currently exists in the network. The strategic 
collaboration described in this plan is critical for success, as the region's small population and rugged 
geography limit human capital. However, residents are long-accustomed to these conditions and 
unfazed by the challenges they present, as those same conditions are the source of the region's 
unparalleled beauty and biodiversity, cultural character, and economic promise. 

As the plan is implemented, the capacity for 
AFHA Inc. as a regional leader will grow. The 
organization's leadership role encompasses the 
continuation of successful programs, the 
development of new projects and programs 
identified during the planning process, and the 
support of partners' efforts to further the NHA's 
mission. Furthermore, AFHA Inc. and the 
AFNHA partnership network are prepared to 
adapt to changing circumstances as new 
opportunities arise that are consistent with the 
mission, goals, and vision.  

AFNHA Action Plan and 
Implementation Priorities 
The three-year National Heritage Area 
management planning process that engaged 
partners and residents across the region has 
resulted in the development of the AFNHA 
Action Plan (Appendix F). This plan includes 
projected activities for the next 12 years to 
account for the remaining period of the 
Secretary of the Interior’s authority to provide 
funding to AFHA Inc.  

The action plan is organized by AFNHA’s five 
primary goals. Under each goal, the key 
objectives, strategies, and actions to achieve 
those objectives are listed. Each action listed 
includes a brief description of the role of AFHA Inc. along with the primary AFHA Inc. program areas 
likely to be engaged in that action. Primary partner roles and opportunities that contribute to that action 
are described next. Each action also has a suggested timeframe to initiate programs or projects. Many  

Historic steam engine that once hauled logs to the mill 
now provides scenic rides for visitors. (Credit: Durbin & 
Greenbrier Valley Railroad)  
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actions are already underway through activity of AFHA Inc. and of partners, and are likely to be 
continued, expanded, and enhanced through the activities of the AFNHA partnership network. For new 
programs and projects, the expected starting timeline is indicated in the action plan as Years 1-3 (short 
term, with Year 1 being the calendar year this plan is submitted), Years 4-6 (mid term), and Years 7-12 
(long term.) A few projects may be distinct, to be accomplished and completed within a year or so. But 
most programs and projects, once initiated, are expected to continue in some form. The timeframe is 
flexible in order to enable AFHA Inc. to set priorities for new and ongoing activities, and to guide the 
AFNHA partnership network in setting a feasible pace at which to undertake activities. 

In addition, the AFNHA Action Plan aligns with chapter organization in this planning document. As noted 
previously, Chapters 2 through 6 in this management plan are each oriented toward one of the primary 
goals and provide a detailed description of each goal's context as well as the activities and partnership 
coordination that will lead to the goal's achievement. 

Because of the wide range of AFNHA goals and extensive partner engagement in actions, this action 
plan is quite extensive. In order to clarify the legislative requirement of planning for the first five years, as 
well as to help set priorities, especially for actions by AFHA Inc. and to identify partner commitments, a 
shorter Implementation Priorities chart (Appendix G) is also included. The Implementation Priorities are 
based on the action plan, although some actions have been combined or differentiated to clarify 
timelines and details. This plan focuses on priority actions to be continued or initiated during the first 
five years, arranged generally by timeline within each goal. The focus is on AFHA Inc. roles, along with 
major partner responsibilities.  

The Implementation Priorities chart includes estimated project costs for specific new project 
expenditures, but does not include AFHA Inc. or partner staff time or operations. In most cases, some 
likely additional sources for funding those projects are noted. The exception is for Goal 5 – Manage and 
Sustain AFHA Inc. the NHA Coordinating Entity. This section does include expected staff costs for 
operating the programs discussed throughout the plan. Where applicable, some of the expected or 
potential funding sources outside of NHA funds are noted. 

AFHA Inc. will develop an annual workplan, grounded in the management plan, to guide AFNHA 
projects and priorities. The implementation priorities will help to guide AFHA Inc. workplans for the first 
few years. A workplan based on these priorities is submitted annually to NPS as part of federal financial 
assistance agreement awarding process. 

The actions selected for inclusion in the action plan share guiding principles that will continue to be 
important for AFNHA's success. All actions are connected to the concepts in AFNHA's themes of Forest 
Abundance, Crucible of Isolation, Logging Boom Builds the Nation, and Resilient Forest, found in the 
AFNHA Interpretive Matrix (Appendix D). In addition, actions include a focus on authenticity and quality, 
ensuring the integrity of the history, living traditions, and natural and cultural assets of the region. 
Actions contribute to the stewardship and / or enhancement of the natural, scenic, recreational, historic, 
and cultural assets of the region. Actions also contribute to strengthening the partnership network and 
building capacity for communities and organizations. Finally, all actions undertaken by AFHA Inc. and 
the AFNHA partnership network will adhere to the core values outlined in Chapter 1 and best practices 
in each applicable field. As implementation of the plan unfolds over the next several years, unforeseen 
opportunities may arise that align with AFNHA's mission and goals and follow the guiding principles. 
AFNHA will continue to gain an understanding of the opportunities, needs, and priorities in the NHA 
sectors. Although some specific roles for AFHA Inc. and its partners are recommended in this plan, there 
is flexibility for a variety of roles.  
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As collaboration continues, AFNHA will be proactive 
in assessing regional needs to find the fit amongst 
the existing initiatives and other opportunities. 
AFNHA will remain open to pursuing opportunities 
that propel the NHA forward to reach the regional 
vision established through the collaborative 
management planning process. This applies to 
shifting roles between AFHA Inc. and partners, as 

well as some flexibility for which programs become major initiatives of AFHA Inc. as discussed in Chapter 
6. Conversely, there may be actions included in the action plan that become impractical or impossible to
carry out and that AFNHA needs to delay or set aside permanently.

Performance Outcomes and Evaluation 
AFHA Inc. has a long history of self-evaluation and a culture of continuous improvement. This has 
included periodic surveys and feedback from stakeholders, partners, and AmeriCorps members that 
have led to changes and improvements in organizational functioning. Because so much of AFHA Inc.'s 
organizational funding has been from grants from multiple sources, there is a long-standing established 
protocol for reporting on financial and performance accomplishments and longer term outcomes. This 
has involved rigorous reporting, documentation of activities and outcomes, and evaluation of programs 
and impact, demonstrating accountability, results, progress, and paths to improvement for these 
programs.  

For example, the AFHA AmeriCorps program previously conducted multiyear evaluation studies of 
volunteer management practices supported by AmeriCorps members. During the first three years of this 
management plan, an evaluation study will examine the range of delivery and effectiveness of 
interpretation and education programs delivered by AmeriCorps members. This culture of evaluation will 
continue to use feedback from stakeholders and beneficiaries for process evaluation to improve 
programs, document results of activities to communicate benefits and provide accountability, and 
evaluate long-term impact to understand and demonstrate success.  

This performance review attention to collecting data, understanding outcomes, and evaluating the 
success of the activities and programs of AFNHA will be applied to the NHA evaluation process. This 
process will also inform periodic reviews of AFNHA planning with updated strategic plans to adjust 
objectives and priorities for the long-term success of the AFNHA partnership network.  

In 2008, it became more common for Congress to include an evaluation requirement in designating 
legislation and other NHA reauthorizations. For AFNHA, an evaluation by the Secretary of the Interior, 
acting through the National Park Service, is mandated to review goals and objectives articulated within 
the management plan in order to become reauthorized when the initial period of funding authorization 
expires 15 years after designation. The evaluation will determine if AFNHA has met the congressional 
mandate as established in its authorization and assesses the performance outcomes of the programs and 
projects carried out by the NHA during the authorization period. With the findings from the NHA 
evaluation, the Secretary will prepare a report to Congress documenting accomplishments, what has not 
been accomplished and why, and what may still need to be completed. In addition, the report's findings 
may also identify new opportunities, previously unknown or not identified during the management 
planning phase, that could become projects or programs of the NHA. With these findings, the Secretary 
will make recommendations to Congress regarding the future role of AFNHA including reauthorization. 

The legislated purposes of AFNHA and the goals of this management plan are articulated strategies that 
will guide the AFNHA and its partners over the first 15 years. Accordingly, when AFHA Inc. approaches 
the end date to this management plan, it will provide information needed for the plan evaluation – 

“There are so many great organizations in the 

region! We need help getting organizations to 

work together instead of working only on     

their own projects.” 
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historical budgets, project and program accomplishments, administrative, management, and governance 
procedures. This information will be used to determine that AFHA Inc., as the coordinating entity, has 
addressed its legislated purposes and goals outlined in the management plan.  

Financial Projections for Implementation 
As described in Chapter 6, Appendix H provides financial projections for the first 10 years of the 
management plan, starting with Year 1 as the year in which this plan is completed. It includes expected 
income from multiple sources, including NPS Heritage Partnership Program (HPP) funds, non-federal 
funds leveraged to match HPP, as well as funds from other federal sources including AmeriCorps grants. 
The table shows expected expenditures to carry out the management plan activities, including 
personnel, operations, subgrant program, AmeriCorps program, and project and program expenditures. 
Project costs and staffing levels suggested in the implementation priorities chart, plus estimated inflation 
increases, are included in these projections. The plan also specifies non-federal funds expected to be 
available to match HPP funding, including in-kind and partner contributions. 

Conclusions 
The congressional designation of AFNHA and the implementation of the Appalachian Forest National 
Heritage Area Management Plan present an incredible opportunity for the region. AFNHA has the 
potential to be transformative in connecting and supporting partners to accomplish conservation, 
cultural heritage development, tourism, and community development, as it brings to the table a 
combination of features that no other regional organization has: 

1. Longevity – AFHA Inc. already has a long track record of success in the region, and the NHA
designation is in perpetuity.

2. Financial and staffing stability – An annual federal appropriation of funding for NHAs has been
consistent for two decades and is anticipated to continue. This adds further stability to AFHA
Inc. as the coordinating entity, as it provides operational funding that most other regional
initiatives lack.

3. Federal mandate – AFNHA has a mission and a legislative mandate to act collaboratively for
resource stewardship and enhancement, telling the story, and creating economic development
opportunities consistent with the region's forest heritage.

4. Flexibility – Through its public / private nature, AFNHA combines its federal recognition and
connections with flexibility beyond what federal governmental partners have. This helps bridge
the gap between larger federal agencies operating in the region and the nonprofit
organizations, businesses, communities, educational institutions, and other active partners in the
region.

5. Reach – AFNHA is comprised of a regional network of partners with AFHA Inc., the coordinating
entity, at the network's hub. Through the management planning process, the network has
developed a regional vision that serves as a "big tent" under which diverse interests and
capacities can meet.

These characteristics enable AFNHA to think one size larger, leveraging funding and engagement and 
scaling up the activities and collaboration already present in the region. AFNHA will act intentionally to 
assess common goals and find ways to engage everyone toward the shared vision. 
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One of many roads to explore the Appalachian Forest 



NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA
APPALACHIAN FOREST
P.O. BOX1206, ELKINS, WV 26241  
(304) 636-6182  afnha@afnha.org

Go to: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1ovuqyZIATf1V_agDgxUBt9pkMrX6k6n-?usp=sharing
for full Appendices
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